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ABSTRACT
THE BEGINNING AND THE END OF ALL MUSIC: ARCHIVAL AURALITY AND
CULTURAL HERITAGE ON THE MISSISSIPPI BLUES TRAIL

Benjamin DuPriest

Timothy Rommen

Since the 1990s, a growing heritage tourism industry built around celebrations and
commemorations of local blues music history has occupied a prominent economic
position in the state of Mississippi. The blues tourism industry has produced museums,
historical trails, and a dense calendar of festivals and other celebratory events that aim to
recreate, reconstruct, and revive iconic blues communities state-wide. This dissertation
is a study of the contemporary celebration of the blues as cultural heritage in North
Mississippi. It asks why, how, and to what end the celebration of the blues became so
pervasive and well supported in the state. In it, I trace the phenomenon of celebration
and festivity from the auralities of mid-century musicological folklore and revivalism,
through the contemporary expediencies of heritage tourism, focusing on musical events
as sites of heritage celebration. I examine the ways in which the discourses and practices
of heritage are mapped onto musical cultures in the American South, arguing that
through regimes of heritage, music becomes a powerful tool of collective memory,
historical consciousness, and civic mythology.
The ethnographic thrust of my research focuses on the collective of people in attendance
at a handful of festivals across North Mississippi. I employ a theoretical framework
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borrowed from tourism and mobility studies to examine the cultural intimacies and
imaginaries that emerge in and around these festivals, thinking critically about their
intersections with the political and economic expediencies that the industry produces. I
ultimately make an argument about the historical emergence of listening practices
associated with roots music fandom, an aural ethos inherited from and formed in the
image of the iconic white folklorists, musicologists, and ‘song-hunters’ who have called
attention to black musics and memories of this region since the early-20th century. I call
this concept ‘archival aurality,’ and I use it as the primary critical lens through which to
think about the role of race, memory, and listening in the construction of musical
Americana and heritage practice across the deep South.
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PREFACE
When I wanted to talk to Robert Kimbrough, Sr., I knew where to find him. Like
most working musicians, Robert is active on social media, promoting his appearances,
sending out birthday wishes and good tidings to fans, and sparring with blues experts
about generic and stylistic characterizations of his family’s music. When I came to
Mississippi to do my research, I wanted to talk to Robert, so I hopped on social media
and shot him a message. He replied immediately, asking if I could hang up some posters
around Oxford, Mississippi, the college town I had recently moved to, for the upcoming
festival he was putting on in honor of his late father, famed blues musician Junior
Kimbrough. Robert gave me detailed directions to his home on Old Cairo Road, in the
rural reaches of the North Mississippi hill country and told me he’d be expecting me.
When I arrived, he was waiting outside, livestreaming a discussion of some recent
modifications he’d made to his prized 1970s-era Ford Galaxie 500, custom white leather
upholstery with his name stitched into the headrests in bright green needlework that
matches the sparkling finish of the car’s body, with a sticker on the back that reads “Got
Blues?” As I pulled into the driveway, he swung the phone in my direction, “Ben already
found the crib! Bet you never been this far out the country, bruh…”
Robert’s house is off the beaten path, among a small strip of homes that cuts
through the cotton fields surrounding the very small town of Ashland, Mississippi, but I
had been that far ‘out the country’ plenty of times in my life. My family comes from
farming communities on the rural Southside of Virginia; tobacco country. While growing
up in Atlanta and living in Athens, Georgia, I spent a good bit of recreational time
exploring the far reaches of the North Georgia mountains. But, to Robert’s point, this
was the furthest ‘out the country’ I’d been in Mississippi as part of my research, and as
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my cell service faltered, and I began to wonder how long Google would keep me on a live
map, I slipped into an altogether familiar positionality to blues research, experiencing a
seeming rite of passage that is ‘going up the country’ in pursuit of some degree of
intimacy with rural blues life.1 As is borne out throughout this dissertation, this is a
modality of ethnographic engagement that I was hesitant to embody, the historical role
of the white scholar of black culture, braving the backroads of the Mississippi folk, but
it’s also one that I’m rarely able to completely eschew.
The 2018 documentary film Two Trains Running tells the story of a group of
blues revivalists, folklorists and record collectors occupying this same role in the summer
of 1964, undertaking iconic quests that would result in the ‘rediscoveries’ of Son House
and Skip James, giants of the early Delta blues idiom. Directed by Sam Pollard and
narrated by the rapper Common, the film is beautiful and provocative, but like so much
blues history in popular media, Two Trains Running valorizes those blues crusaders
who traveled into the Delta to uncover their obscure heroes of Americana lore to a
problematic extent. The film’s central plot structure goes so far as to juxtapose, if not
compare, these proverbial acts of blues pilgrimage with Civil Rights activists
participating in the Freedom Summer drive to register rural black voters at exactly the
same time, ‘Two Trains,’ respectively. The emotional thrust of the film emerges at the
metaphoric meeting of those two trains; the murders of James Chaney, Andrew
Goodman, and Michael Schwerner occurred within only a couple days of these
researchers locating James and House, thereby initiating the late stages of the blues
men’s careers and significantly upping the ante of the mid-60s blues revival.

The phrase ‘going up the country’ appears throughout blues lyricism and was popularized by the
1968 song by blues rock band Canned Heat, an adaptation of the 1928 song “Bull Doze Blues” by
Texas musician Henry Thomas. The iconic flute melody of the Canned Heat song, an anthem of
1960s rural hippie culture, is taken directly from Thomas’ original recording.
1

xii

These were indeed concurrent and geographically adjacent incidents (although
separated by about 200 miles). And to be sure, those revivalist journeymen, among them
Dick Waterman, future manager for Bonnie Raitt, and avant-garde American primitive
guitarist John Fahey, did put themselves in danger. Any convivial, much less supportive
interracial interaction in rural Mississippi in the 1960s would potentially subject all
parties to violence. White college kids driving a VW bug with New York plates around
Delta cotton fields in the summer of 1964 with a local black preacher in the back seat
were bound to be mistaken for political activists, and therefore, potentially, at risk of the
same threat that befell Chaney, et al. And to be sure, my own skepticism about the sociopolitical value of white celebrations of black culture aside, these were landmark moments
of American music history, particularly in the acknowledgment of the centrality of black
music to American culture, which speaks directly to then-evolving racial norms. But
these kinds of historiographical narratives, entangling the interracial practices of blues
revivalists, folklorists, fans, and experts with the struggle for black freedom in the South,
often go too far in their equation of a basic reverence for and celebration of black culture
with an overarching investment in social justice. As a result, contemporary celebrations
of blues histories presume a questionable degree of racial progress, if not post-racialism,
as part and parcel of blues fandom, while at the same time canonizing the blues
researcher, seminal archetype among them the inimitable song hunter Alan Lomax, as a
sort of happenstance agent of social change and racial progress.
Indeed, there are many more tales of blues junkies going out on pre-modern
manhunts for lost country blues icons, asking random locals for leads, stopping at
payphones, pulling out maps, and following unmarked, unincorporated gravel roads
headed ‘up the country’ and into the blues history books. Those days are gone, though,
and access to contemporary resources of digital socialization and mobility do much to
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strip away the valorization of the researcher. This is to say that, if Dick Waterman could
have hopped onto Son House’s Facebook page and seen that he was living in Rochester,
New York, he never would have taken that fateful trip to the Delta, that train wouldn’t
have run, and he may not have been the hero he is today to the Americana music faithful.
Nevertheless, when I drove away from Robert Kimbrough’s house in Ashland in 2017,
after an afternoon of discussing plans for his upcoming festival, and a prolonged jam
session that culminated in an offer to join his band for some gigs down the line, I began
to envision my own place in this genealogy of blues research.
I start here, in Robert Kimbrough’s driveway, because of the way this research
makes me feel; like I’m worlds away from the blues pilgrims and crusaders of the midcentury revival with my Google maps and my Facebook messenger, much less a statefunded tourism map that meticulously charts the path to many hard-to-find locales along
the Mississippi Blues Trail. But at the same time, I know that those same critical lenses
that scholars like myself apply to the work of these revivalist researchers, in an effort to
understand the ways in which they listened and archived, mediated, and imposed
themselves, should also frame my own work and my own positionality. My ability to find
and reach out to Robert Kimbrough on social media, plug his address into my phone and
be at his house a couple hours later, renders those structural, historical narratives of the
Columbian blues researcher non-applicable in the current moment. I will never be
considered a hero to the American archive, much less a hero of racial progress, for the
work I’m doing here. But as a white scholar working in this moment, I still have to leave
myself open to the same critical framework I use to deconstruct the valorization of a
Lomax, a Waterman, or a Fahey.
The ballad of the blues song-hunter, mapped across my own positionality as a
white scholar and onto contemporary celebrations of the blues and black culture, is
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deeply entangled with the broader polemics of blues fandom; regimes of authenticity,
claims of cultural appropriation, fetishization and exploitation of blackness. These
critical lenses, often employed to frame popular discourse and consumption of blues
culture, are at once foundational and obsolete to blues tourism in the state. They are
ever-present in the minds of many, but obfuscated by the inimitable joys and
expediencies of music and festivity. My own grappling with the question of the white
scholar of black music–a model that I seek to deconstruct but also an unavoidable
reality–is a macroscopic expression of the questions I have about heritage practice and
discourse, and of the contemporary construction and celebration of musical Americana.
These are questions that we’ve inherited from the legacy of the blues song-hunters, and
questions that lurk throughout this dissertation.

As this document will make thoroughly clear, I did not come to Mississippi to
sniff out heretofore forgotten bluesmen. I didn’t even really come to Mississippi in
search of novel historical facts or ways of understanding the blues as a musical form.
Rather, I came to Mississippi, in a sense, to understand the legacy of this kind of
historiographical framing, to unpack the ways in which these generations of valorized
blues crusaders have shaped and informed our relationship with this music, and the
contemporary construction of cultural heritage around the traditions and memories of
this place. I was compelled and provoked by the reverential, celebratory relationships
and practices that have formed around blues performance and culture in the state. What
resulted is a study of celebration and festivity, listening, and mobility that presents a
snapshot of how and why black music and culture are celebrated in the American South
in this moment when ideologies of post-racialism are colliding with new and more
urgent calls for a reckoning with the injustices of our nation’s past. As such, this is a
xv

meager addition to the pantheon of blues studies, but, I hope, an important intervention
into the discourse and practice of heritage in Mississippi and across the South, where the
blues and black cultural histories are increasingly celebrated.

xvi

Chapter one, Introduction: The Beginning and the End

An epitaph on the back of the headstone that marks the late blues musician
Junior Kimbrough’s grave in Lamar, Mississippi reads, “Junior Kimbrough is the
beginning and the end of all music.” The quote, well-known amongst fans of the blues
music that comes from the North Mississippi hill country region that Kimbrough called
home, is usually attributed to his friend and sometime collaborator, Memphis rockabilly
star Charlie Feathers.2 Feathers’ words convey the primacy and singularity with which
many fans view Kimbrough, but they also speak to a broader popular perspective on the
blues in the context of American music, a sort of aural ethos that frames the genre within
a notably monolithic cultural temporality. The blues is understood as a music that at
once embodies both the primordial roots of Americana–the archaic origins of authentic
American expression perpetually encoded in contemporary form–as well as the
imminent if not already present extinction of all that is good and true in American
music; it is the be-all and the end-all; the beginning and the end. Junior Kimbrough’s
epitaph implies that at the presumed precipice of the very existence of the blues, his
music represented both its origins and its demise. For many fans, the same is true of the
blues itself; it is the first music, the only true music, and it is always already nearly gone.
Kimbrough was a blues musician active off and on beginning in the 1950s until
his death in 1998. He lived variously in or near Holly Springs, Mississippi, an epicenter

Feathers’ quote has also been attributed to Matthew Johnson, co-founder of Fat Possum
Records, which put out all of Kimbrough’s major releases, but current popular opinion holds that
this was a false attribution. Many of the assertions I will make below in the context Feathers’
relationship to Kimbrough could just as easily be applied to the outsized role that Johnson played
in Kimbrough’s life, though.
2

1

for what would come to be known popularly as the ‘hill country blues’ of North
Mississippi, a regional sub-genre differentiated from the more well-known Delta blues by
a few idiosyncratic stylistic indicators, but mostly defined by regionality and community.
Kimbrough and his local contemporary R.L. Burnside are among the most revered
Mississippi musicians of a late-blues revival that occurred in the 1990s, which was in
part spurred by the popularity of their releases on Oxford, Mississippi-based Fat Possum
Records.3 Prior to signing to the label, and for most of their lives, they were virtually
unknown outside of the hill country community and surrounding areas.4 Their releases
on Fat Possum are part of the contemporary blues canon and are cult classics for a
community of alternative and indie rock fans whose listening tendencies sit at the
intersection of alt-country Americana and garage rock aesthetics; Burnside was often
backed by the garage-punk band the Jon Spencer Blues Explosion, and Kimbrough
infamously toured alongside Iggy Pop. In album liner notes and label press, their music
is cast as sonically underscoring the hard-edged grit of their rural lives. Chaotic,
rumbling DIY musical textures teetering on the edge of oblivion, the music of Kimbrough
and Burnside have come to inhabit the absolute archetype of blues authenticity in recent
years, altogether void of the saccharine nostalgia of tourist-trap blues revivalism.5

3 See Barry Lee Pearson’s introduction in Cushing, Pioneers of the Folk Revival (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2014). Pearson problematizes the conventional historiographies of
folk and blues revivalism in important ways. Insomuch as we acknowledge multiple blues revivals
spurring the popularity of the genre, we could just as easily take a ‘long historical’ view and
understand the reemergence of the blues in American popular culture in the 90s as part and
parcel of the same historical arc that saw the Lomaxes doing research in Mississippi in the 30s
and 40s. Such a view carries its own implications, which will be explored further in the following
chapter.
4 Burnside had a notable stint in Chicago, crossing paths with Muddy Waters in the 60s, and
Kimbrough recorded a bit around Memphis, producing some singles that are highly sought after
by collectors and researchers, but neither were known quantities in any music market before
signing with Fat Possum.
5 See David Grazian, Blue Chicago: The Search for Authenticity in Urban Blues Clubs. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2003), for the most comprehensive discussion of the role of
authenticity discourse in blues tourism practice.

2

After Kimbrough’s death, the legend of the rural juke joints that he ran and
performed in took on epic proportions. Tales of partying “All Night Long” at Junior’s
club carry a cultural currency amongst local people, international blues fans, and aging
Ole Miss frat boys, that still brings many to the hill country today in pursuit of facsimile
experiences and to soak up the collective memories of the place. These days, celebratory
and commemorative events from large-scale public festivals and picnics to semi-private
house and yard parties are put on across the hill country to recreate the experience of
Junior’s juke joint and other similar landmark happenings. This is part and parcel of a
state-wide phenomenon that occupies the ethnographic focus of this dissertation; in
2017, there was a blues festival somewhere in the state of Mississippi nearly every single
weekend of the year, often more than a couple per weekend. Since the late 1990s, such
events have been the foundational attractions for a heritage tourism industry touted as a
potential economic savior for the state, which I will examine in depth throughout this
document. People travel from all over the world to consume and celebrate the cultural
heritage of the region that Alan Lomax called the “Land Where the Blues Began.”6 But
for many fans, events like these are bittersweet revivals, fraught with the underlying
notion that things ‘ain’t what they used to be,’ that something intrinsic is lost or fleeting,
and furthermore, that whatever local artists are currently performing must be the last of
a dying breed, just as Kimbrough was before. Surely, the end.
Like many other gravesites of iconic blues musicians in Mississippi, Kimbrough’s
resting place is now a popular tourist landmark. This is evidenced by the perpetual
presence of empty beer bottles, stray guitar picks, and other ephemera left in tribute by
adoring fans on blues pilgrimage. My first visit to Junior’s grave was part of a tour

6

Alan Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993).
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offered in conjunction with an annual festival given in his honor by his youngest son,
Robert Kimbrough, Sr. The festival, which along with Robert’s musical career will be
examined later this dissertation, is called the Kimbrough Cotton Patch Soul Blues
Festival (KCPF). Headlined by Robert, it celebrates Junior’s life and music while arguing
against the popular moniker of hill country blues. The Kimbroughs call their music
‘cotton patch soul blues.’ The use of the word ‘soul’ connotes a connection to Southern
soul and R&B music, ever an indicator of stylistic modernity in the blues world, while
most of the general public, including a couple of generations of blues cognoscenti, call it
hill country blues; ‘country’ carrying its own entrenched set of oppositional stylistic
meanings and values.7 As such, the festival itself, which is modest in size and scope
relative to many of the more established events that occur around the state, becomes a
site of encounter where different ways of knowing and listening to this music are
practiced and celebrated. This kind of encounter, this entanglement of understandings at
which fans of the same music are listening in different ways, listening for fundamentally
different kinds of heritage, is the focus of this dissertation.8
Our tour left out of Holly Springs as a caravan of cars led by Earl “Little Joe”
Ayers, longtime Kimbrough family friend and an original member of Junior’s backing
band, ‘The Soul Blues Boys.’ We spent most of our time visiting the various sites of
Junior’s now defunct and decrepit juke joints, at one point climbing through a thick
bramble of woods to an unmarked and overgrown concrete foundation, all that’s left

This issue is frequently argued on Facebook, often amongst local members of other musical
families who claim hill country blues and dispute the idea that Junior would have done otherwise.
8 Throughout this document I use and emphasize the phrase listening for as a shorthand for a
range of aural ideas that I’ll discuss at length in chapter two. I borrow the intentional usage of this
phrase from Morgan James Luker, who used a similar construction in a paper he gave at the 2017
conference of the Society for Ethnomusicology. I engage further with Luker’s work later in this
chapter. There is also a notable intersection here with David F. Garcia’s book Listening for Africa:
Freedom, Modernity, and the Logic of Black Music’s Origins, which I encountered only recently.
7
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since the last club burned down not long after Junior’s passing, in search of halfsmashed bottles of gin that may have been cast aside by Junior himself.

Figure 1. KCPF attendees photographing Junior Kimbrough’s headstone. Photo by author.

The first stop on the tour was the Kimbrough chapel, a rural Missionary Baptist
church with an adjacent cemetery that serves a local black congregation. The all-white
group of tourists lingered here, paying our respects, taking photos of Junior’s grave, and
parlaying various memories and myths about his life and times; recounting the dangers
of a trip to Junior’s club in the 90s, boasting of a chance meeting at a festival in Europe,
arguing over the location of the gravesite of Junior’s arch nemesis, and debating the
origins of the famed quote chiseled into the back of his headstone. It was Mother’s Day
and as we lingered, locals came by to visit the graves of passed family members, tending
to deteriorating arrangements of plastic flowers lodged in green floral foam bases and
otherwise mourning their loved ones. As the early afternoon heat set in, a man walked up
the country road with rap music playing out of the distorted speaker on his smart phone.
As he approached, he stopped the music and began taking a video of us. As I walked
towards my car to leave, he introduced himself as a distant cousin to Junior and offered
5

to take me to more landmarks in the area, and to play me the mixtape he’d just finished;
$20 for a private tour, $25 for a burned CD-R of the mixtape, to be mailed out the
following week.

Framing Heritage and Festivity: Themes
I begin at Junior Kimbrough’s gravesite because it illustrates some of the major
themes and practices examined in this dissertation. Kimbrough died a little over 20 years
ago at the height of his fame, making his grave, relative to more than a century of blues
history in this area, a nascent heritage site where meaning and value are only just
beginning to be litigated in the public eye. The identification of Kimbrough’s resting
place as a heritage site–a locale that presents the conditions for heritage practice and
discourse–is an example of perhaps my most basic line of inquiry; why, how, and to what
end do we identify, construct, and celebrate music and musical life as cultural heritage in
the American South? I understand heritage, following scholar Laurajane Smith, as an
active discourse and a performative practice whereby individuals and communities
proactively and constructively connect to and identify with the past.9 Cultural heritage
has received plenty of attention in the social sciences over the last few decades,
producing a body of area-studies literature that does little to address the fraught
complexity of heritage discourse and practice in the American South over the course of
the last century and a half. I believe that this complexity is provocatively articulated here
at the intersection of blues tourism as a potential economic expedient in the South and
more traditional, insidious constructions of heritage amongst white Southerners:
antebellum values of neo-confederate, lost cause ideology.10 My research began when I

Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, (New York: Routledge 2006).
Here I am engaging with a long history of Southern studies scholarship that examines the sociopolitical machinations of Southern memory and race. The racial politics of Southern heritage
9
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realized that in Mississippi, and across the South, the celebration of the blues and bluesadjacent black music traditions is viewed as a politically expedient corrective to these
antiquated notions, an emergent heritage discourse that is more palatable and salable in
its ability to project an image of racial reconciliation and social progress.
This dissertation is a meditation on the concept of cultural heritage as a way of
engaging with and understanding music; in it, I am listening for what heritage is, how
we construct it and what we do with it. Throughout my researcher, I am always inspired
by two fundamental questions. The first concerns how and why a particular people listen
to a particular music at a particular time.11 The why can be simple, but the how is a
question that has occupied scholars in new and interesting ways of late, particularly
those of us who classify our work as a sort of aural sound studies. The second question
concerns how people’s musical lives, their practices of performing, listening to, and
living with music, speak to their relationship with the past, or even the lived experience
of time and temporality more broadly. It is at the intersection of these questions, of
listening and of constructing and commemorating our notions about the past, that this
dissertation emerges. It is here that questions about aurality, mobility, and festivity

discourse have been studied by generations of scholars variously engaging with the legacies of
slavery, reconstruction, and the Civil Rights movement. See C. Vann Woodward, The Burden of
Southern History, third edition (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2008), Joseph Crespino, The Myth of
Southern Exceptionalism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) and William Fitzhugh
Brundage, The Southern past: a Clash of Race and Memory (Cambridge: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2005). As has historically been the case in Southern Studies, these are
all white male scholars. The contributions of black scholars to this discourse within the field of
Southern studies have largely been absent until recently, although it could be argued that to a
certain extent, the whole history of African-American, Africana, and Black studies was always
already doing a kind of Southern studies before anyone used the term Southern studies, as such.
See A Measure of Belonging: Twenty-one Writers of Color on the New American South, (Hub
City Press, 2020).
11 This is a grounding question for much musicological inquiry, one which I inherited and
internalized during coursework with Dr. Guthrie Ramsey. Dr. Ramsey’s class discussions always
began with this basic mode of questioning, which he attributes to music scholar Christopher
Smalls: “why are these people listening to this music in this place at this time?”
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coalesce into a study of the many regimes of value implicated by the blues tourism
industry, and the broader political economies of heritage practice in the South.

Heritage as Cultural Expediency
Throughout the public and corporate sectors today, ideas about the state’s blues
history are used as narrative devices, ostensibly unproblematic ways to tell the state’s
story and signify regional pride of place. The state itself has created a number of arts
initiatives, funding foundations, commissions, and other infrastructural bodies devoted
to supporting the local blues scenes that have long inhabited small cities, towns, and
countrysides, scenes that do hold significant space in the canon of American popular and
folk music histories. Throughout this process, a discourse of cultural heritage emerges.
The rhetoric of heritage pervades the blues scene in Mississippi today; artists,
intellectuals, music laborers, and fans all allude to a sense of legacy and pride in
Mississippi’s blues heritage. Festivals, conferences, symposia and other events employ
the blues-as-heritage device. Heritage discourse in the state has long been a contentious
topic to say the least, though. Just as I am completing this chapter, as the nation is
rattled by racial strife in the form of police violence and voter suppression, our Governor
made his annual proclamation of April as Confederate Heritage month.12 In talking to
lawmakers and public intellectuals in the area, there is a very real sense, if often only
implied, that the blues-as-heritage project in Mississippi is a rebranding strategy, casting
the state as the home of the blues and a celebratory site of black culture, pointing to

Donna Ladd, “‘Darn’ Tootin’ It Is!’: Gov. Tate Reeves Again Declares Confederate Heritage
Month, SCV Says,” Mississippi Free Press, April 21, 2021,
https://www.mississippifreepress.org/11224/darn-tootin-it-is-gov-tate-reeves-again-declaresconfederate-heritage-month-scv-says/.
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consumable progress and reconciliation narratives without necessarily reckoning with all
of the evils of the past.
Here, my work engages directly with and contributes to recent conversations of
musical value implicit in what George Yúdice calls the ‘age of expediency,’ as well as
Anna Maria Ochoa’s discussions of the political valences of the cultural expediency
episteme.13 This is in-part a discussion of the varying use-values of different musics in
the eyes of different communities of fans and cultural brokers when framed by public
recognition and discourse. What has happened in Mississippi in the last two decades is
indicative of what Yúdice terms cultural expediency, wherein the very function of culture
has shifted, implicating cultural practices and productions as utilities of neoliberal
political activity. For Yúdice, the function of culture, it’s role in our increasingly
globalized world, is as a resource, something to be invested in for the sake of economic or
political value. In Mississippi, this has developed in conjunction with drastically evolving
discourses of cultural heritage; for politicians and public and private sector leaders,
investing in the blues as a form of cultural heritage represented potential tourist dollars,
and a possible re-framing of the narratives of Southern heritage.
And yet, in local communities, the meanings and values of the blues and blues
histories for people who have lived there for generations represent a separate kind of
expediency, functioning in the way Ochoa has cast artistic expediencies against Yúdice’s
episteme.14 The cultural heritage of the Mississippi blues means something very different
for Robert Kimbrough than it does for Governor Tate Reeves, but Kimbrough’s career is
fundamentally dependent on the economic machinations of the heritage tourism
George Yúdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era, (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2003).
14 In “Disencounters Between Music’s Allure and the Expediency of Culture in Colombia,” Anna
Maria Ochoa takes issue with Yúdice’s expediency episteme, emphasizing the value of culture for
artists whose own lives reflect expediencies that fall outside the conventional political realm.
13
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industry. These entangled, differential notions of heritage constitute the critical framing
through which much of the inquiry of this dissertation moves. It is out of the
construction and celebration of heritage that questions about race and neo-liberal
expediencies of cultural tourism emerge; anxieties about cultural sustainability and what
it means when we say that cultures are ‘slipping away’; ideas about how we listen, and
how our listenings speak to understandings of history and the passage of time; uses and
abuses of cultural and collective memory and the emergence of deeply raced civic
mythology.

Civic Mythology and the Twin Rhetorics of Nostalgia and Critical Memory
Ultimately, I analyze the emergent discourses and practices of blues-as-cultural
heritage in Mississippi as a critical turn in the development of post-racial civic mythology
in the American south.15 Here I employ an understanding of civic mythology borrowed
from Salamishah Tillet, whose work on memory and slavery in contemporary black art
and literature unpacks the complex relationship that black communities have with the
many racial mythologies that undergird contemporary American citizenship.
For Americans, civic myths directly influence the parameters of civic citizenship...
Civic myths, as a form of collective memory, must continually adapt to changing
social and political conditions in order to successfully promote the American
creed in successive generations and different groups…. Civic myths not only
transmit the ideology of the American creed to present and future American
citizens, but also elide, discard, or co-op historic events and experiences that
contradict their supremacy. By omitting such historical realities, American civic
myths not only bear partiality toward certain interpretations of the past but also
privilege those members of society who find themselves represented in these
versions of history.16

See Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism Without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of
Racial Inequality in the United States, 5th edition (Washington DC: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers June 9, 2017).
16 Salamishah Tillet, Sites of Slavery: Citizenship and Racial Democracy in the Post–Civil Rights
Imagination (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), p.6.
15
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For those of us who have grown up in the South, the deep and visceral entanglement of
mythology and heritage is internalized from an early age. We use heritage to define what
we want our past to mean and, as is the case in any region, there are too many different
ideas about the Southern past for any authorized notion of collective heritage to preside.
As such, more so than an established set of facts or objects, heritage is a practice and a
discourse, a discussion, if not debate, in which we perform our own ideas and construct,
to borrow from Michel-Rolph Trouillot, a positionality of pastness, a perspective on the
past grounded in ideologies of place, race, family, politics, and economic experience.17
The raw materials of heritage discourse are reflected in the myriad and entangled
ways in which we express our relationship with and ideas about the past; memory,
history, mythology, nostalgia, any affective and/or intellectual method of engaging with
that which we cannot exactly, objectively know; that which came before us. The
meanings and values of heritage are intertwined with the form and function of cultural
remembrances, what Houston Bakers terms the “twin rhetorics of nostalgia and critical
memory.”18 For Baker, “Nostalgia… suggest(s) Heimweh, or homesickness. Nostalgia is a
purposive construction of a past filled with golden virtues, golden men, and sterling
events.” Across multiple works, Baker employs a construction of modernity, particularly
in the black public sphere, as articulated through entanglements of nostalgia and an
opposing notion of critical memory.

In Silencing the Past, Trouillot theorized that the past does not really exist without the present,
and in this sense does not really contain anything. The past as an object is of little use, rather, the
notion of “pastness,” a positionality of lived experience, contains our relationship to that which
we surmise is the meaning and value of the past. The past and all the ways we frame our
understanding of it–memory, history, legacy, heritage–are our own creation, constructed for its
use-value
18 Houston Baker, “Critical Memory and the Black Public Sphere”, in Cultural Memory and the
Construction of Identity, ed. Dan Ben-Amos and Liliane Weissberg (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 1999), p. 264.
17
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Critical memory, by contrast, is the very faculty of revolution. Its operation
implies a continuous arrival at turning points. Decisive change, usually attended
by considerable risk, peril, or suspense, always seems imminent. To be critical is
never to be safely housed or allegorically free of the illness, transgression, and
contamination of the past. Critical memory, one might say, is always uncanny; it
is also always in crisis. Critical memory judges severely, censures righteously,
renders hard ethical evaluations of the past that it never defines as well passed.
The essence of critical memory’s work is the cumulative, collective maintenance
of a record that draws into relationship significant instants of time past and the
always uprooted homelessness of now.19
Within this network of nostalgia and memory there are always competing narratives
representing divergent agencies of historical consciousness. Heritage is a celebration of
what we think about the past, the reverence of celebration depends upon the nature of
our constructed positionality of pastness. Throughout my research, I encountered blues
musicians, fans, experts, and culture brokers who held diverse, contingent, sometimes
convoluted notions of what happened in the past and what it means today; when and
where the blues was formed, what life was like in those moments for black listeners and
musicians, what the music represented for them, how it developed, what it means, and
why it is valuable. Often the positionality of the tourist, fan, or promoter is dictated by
the extent to which their relationship to the past is critical or ambivalent with respect to
ideologies of race and politics.
Blues-as-heritage discourse permeates the public sphere in Mississippi, with
public funds going towards blues heritage festivals, heritage sites, heritage grants, and
heritage awards. Whether funded, subsidized, or sponsored by state, local, public, or
private brokers, these have become the authorized mechanisms of heritage construction
in the state, and the authorized mechanisms of emergent ideas about the past. Obviously,
post-racial visions of blues tourism, the notion that contemporary blues celebrations
either portend or reflect the achievement of racial reconciliation and equality in the state

19

Ibid, 264.
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of Mississippi, depend upon an altogether uncritical view of the intertwined histories of
race and blues music in the state. Those politicians, business leaders, and power brokers
who view blues heritage tourism as an opportunity to fund a civic mythology of postracialism, invest broadly in nostalgic visions of blues culture, but narrowly, if at all, in
substantive measures of racial reckoning across socio-political and economic life that
would engage productively with critical memory. This dissertation examines these
investments, engagements, and mechanisms, and asks how, why, and to what end
heritage discourse has pulled the blues into its gravitational pull.

Listening for (un)Sustainability
The performance of heritage at gravesites is particularly evocative because it
embodies a certain temporal anxiety and fear of cultural unsustainability that is
fundamental to the concept of intangible cultural heritage. People travel the state of
Mississippi every single day seeking the blues and blues history as an act of celebration,
but this is a mournful celebration in anxious anticipation of the demise of this cultural
form. I traveled to Kimbrough’s gravesite from my home in Oxford, Mississippi, about 50
miles away. My tour-mates were significantly more far flung, they’d traveled across
regions to celebrate and learn about Kimbrough’s life. Some of them traveled, at least in
part, because they expect that these events are becoming less and less common as the
years go by and this cultural tradition wains. Their anxieties embody a notion of
sustainability couched in a folkloric cultural concept. The result is a sort of musical
ecotourism focused on inevitable decline and extinction and formed in the image of
those iconic song hunters and revivalists of the twentieth century who traveled the South
seeking to capture the remnants of the blues before they disappeared forever.
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Alan Lomax’s southern journeys through this area are immortalized in countless
collections of recordings and writings, as are the journeys of others like him: folklorists,
musicologists, and blues revivalists who have traveled the state for more than a century
seeking out obscure and forgotten musics seemingly endemic to the region.20 Today a
new set of travelers follows in the footsteps of these musicological journeymen: tourists
trekking trails defined by the routes of mid-century blues ‘discoveries’ in the Mississippi
Delta and North Mississippi Hill country. Fans traverse the highways and backroads of
the state visiting museums and historical sites, hitting record and folk-art shops,
photographing cotton fields and abandoned shacks, searching for live music in any
establishment that could be known as a juke joint by any conceivable meaning, and
attending the countless blues festivals held in the region. Ultimately, celebrating the
music as it’s presented to be celebrated, as the collective and authoritative cultural
heritage of the state of Mississippi, and of the American South.
They travel and celebrate because they love the music, because they are sure it’s
on its last leg, and because of a range of ideologies attached to it; ideas about musical,
cultural, social, and political meaning and value that have been mapped onto the blues
since it first emerged in the wider American consciousness in the 1920s. The notion that
the blues is fleeting, that we stand on the precipice of its demise, has existed since those
earliest moments of blues history. It is what brought Lomax to this place, and it’s what
brings people here now. It reflects a sort of temporal ethos for contemporary blues
fandom; real blues music–that which can only be located at the authentic root source–is
viewed as both fundamentally bygone and perpetually at the doorstep of extinction.

See Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began, as well as the work of Samuel Charters, Paul
Oliver, William Ferris, George Mitchell, David Evans, etc.
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Figure 2. Fans sit and watch Anthony “Big A” Sherrod at the 2017 the Juke Joint Festival

This temporality and its inherent tensions between tradition, revivalism, sustainability,
and progress, shape blues tourism in Mississippi and the contemporary construction of
cultural heritage in the American South. I will argue further that these temporal tensions
constitute the aural basis of a cultural imaginary that forms around the act of
celebration, and moreover, the act of listening.
For over a century, white researchers have braved the backroads of the American
South seeking ever more mythical expressions of Southern Blackness; the ‘real’ teeming
below the long arm of mainstream markets; an idealized, mythological Black folk
unsullied by modern pop culture. At its best, the outcome is an archive deep and wide,
comprising rich sonic documentation that we would otherwise never know. A complex
collage framed as the Black American folk; a quilted assemblage of seemingly
contradictory traditions and inventions to disentangle and confound. Endemic,
15

vernacular, folkloric soundings, these obscure, drenched-in-the-wool country resonances
have come to sonically define the Black rural South in the mind’s ear of many Americans,
for better or worse. But we had to learn how to listen for the sonic artifacts that could
comprise this archive. We learned that listening posture, that very specific aurality, from
those same researchers. Just as Lomax did, blues fans traverse this state everyday
listening to its music, and just as Lomax always seemed to only hear Africa and
imminent extinction, they fundamentally listen for the same; the beginning and the end.

Southern music and the post-racial imaginary
Charlie Feathers’ quote on the back of Junior Kimbrough’s headstone
communicates the deep and utter admiration that he had for Kimbrough. This fact, along
with the narrative of their relationship, have circulated widely among fans. Feathers was
part of the Memphis rockabilly scene from its beginnings in the 1950s. He never really
had a hit, but he’s known as a master of the most distinctive performance practices of the
genre, and in his work with Sam Philips, “The Man Who Invented Rock and Roll,” at Sun
Studios, he influenced the careers of Elvis Presley and others.21 He was a Memphis
musician, but he grew up in Holly Springs, roughly 50 miles southeast of Memphis.
Feathers and Kimbrough are said to have been close childhood friends, growing up in the
rural Mississippi hills in the 1930s and 40s. Years after purportedly receiving his first
guitar lessons from Kimbrough, the then-established rockabilly artist collaborated on
what would be the future blues icon’s earliest recording session.22 Apropos of their

See Peter Guralnick, Sam Phillips: The Man Who Invented Rock ‘n’ Roll (London: Orion
Publishing, 2015).
22 Scott Barretta, “Junior Kimbrough” in Mississippi Encyclopedia Online Version, Center for
Study of Southern Culture, July 11, 2017, http://mississippiencyclopedia.org/entries/juniorkimbrough/. The legend of Feathers receiving childhood guitar lessons from Kimbrough is widely
accepted. It’s worth noting, however, that the theory is vehemently denied by YouTube
commenters claiming to be Feathers’ grandchildren.
21

16

respective genre affiliations, Feathers was white and Kimbrough was black. That
Feathers would hold Kimbrough and his music in such a high regard, much less that they
would have a close friendship in the first place, would seem to fly in the face of social
realities in rural Mississippi in the early 20th century. As my research will show over and
over again, though, this narrative constitutes a particularly intentional facet of blues
heritage practice and discourse today.
Despite the very real and meaningful historical narratives of “Sonic Color Lines”
and “Segregated Sounds,”23 much of the romanticized exceptionalism of Southern music
has, for decades, been framed and formed around the myth of interracial musicking as
an antidote for racism, and as proof positive of the potential for, if not reality of postracialism. Many of Kimbrough’s fans point to his close relationship with Feathers, as well
as his collaboration and friendship with the white management at Fat Possum and white
fans who would come to see him, as examples of the extent to which ‘the blues
transcends race.’ These references were frequently offered in contempt of me for
bringing up the issue of race at all, an unsurprising trope throughout my ethnographic
experience. Anywhere white fans celebrated black music, white artists collaborated with
or covered black musicians, or white cultural brokers brokered black culture, an
ostensibly colorblind cultural imaginary emerged. The circulation of post-racial ideology
and the imperative of neo-liberal racial reconciliation projects is a fundamental
mechanism of heritage practice in the contemporary South, and a significant focus of my
study here. One of my central arguments is that blues celebration in the state of
Mississippi is supported by state and private powers at least in part because of the extent

23 Jennifer Lynn Stoever, The Sonic Color Line: Race and the Cultural Politics of Listening (New
York: NYU Press, 2016). Karl Hagstrom Miller, Segregating Sound: Inventing Folk and Pop
Music in the Age of Jim Crow (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010).
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to which it allows a rewriting of the state’s heritage discourse, a reframing of the image of
the Southern past that might replace antebellum romanticism and neo-confederate lost
cause ideology.
The revisionist performance of post-raciality in Mississippi is superimposed upon
what is, in reality, of course, a starkly racialized region and cultural tradition. These
competing narratives are frequently rehearsed across registers at events held in the
service of heritage celebration. At the commemoration of a Mississippi Blues Trail
marker, prominent politicians speak on regional racial divides as a thing of the past,
celebrating our ability to ‘come together’ around collective heritage. One such politician
has proposed legislation to eliminate arts funding in the state and speaks regularly at the
meetings of a conservative citizens’ council that is identified by the Southern Poverty
Law Center as a white supremacist organization. A highly celebrated white blues
musician famously mentored by the iconic black musicians of his community and
celebrated as a figurehead of the interracial hill country music scene is rarely interviewed
without eschewing the significance of race in his community and across blues
performance spaces. He also has little to say about social media posts containing violent
and hateful Islamophobic content, or his claims that his own Scotch-Irish immigrant
ancestors ‘had it just as bad’ as enslaved people of African descent. Across the state’s
tourism scene, fans celebrate black culture through festivity performed in historically
precarious black spaces, without much acknowledgement of the historic and
contemporary struggles of the black communities they patronize. Sharecropper shacks
repurposed as tourist lodgings; refurbished, reconstructed, and reauthenticated
segregated performance spaces; cotton fields; the other side of the tracks.
Emerging out of these competing narratives is a tension of memorialization,
commemoration, and lived experience that defines much of my time in Mississippi. The
18

themes that animate this study–heritage, race, memory–have circumscribed the various
forms of blues ethos that circulate through Americana roots music communities.
Throughout my project I will argue that these themes are aspects of a specific aural
positionality, occupied by listeners for whom the blues is fundamentally a form of
cultural heritage, a mode of listening to and knowing this music that is made in the
image of the iconic researchers whose findings they celebrate. This idea will be explored
at length in chapter two, in which I construct a historiographical lineage connecting
early-twentieth century American folklore to contemporary listening practices. It is also
within that discourse that my own positionality as a researcher, listener, and fan
becomes apparent. My work on the blues in Mississippi is, in some ways, a logical
outgrowth of my own musical lifespan, and many of the issues that I examine here are
illustrative of my experience as a musician, a music fan, and a Southerner.
Much of the ethnographic focus of this study turns a critical eye towards blues
tourists, fans, and culture brokers who promote and patronize the tourism economy in
North Mississippi. More concerned with the mechanisms of cultural heritage in the
American south, it is not exactly a work of blues scholarship, and only rarely aims to
examine, unpack, critique or tell the stories of black Mississippians making or engaging
in blues culture. As a white scholar of race and American music, that is not my role. A
recently published book by Sociologist Brian F. Foster does just this, providing an
invaluable survey of black Clarksdale’s contemporary relationship with the blues and
blues tourism and exploring the complicated relationship between the notion of decline
in black blues fandom over the twentieth century, and the persistent presence of the
music in black life.24 Despite whatever view I had of myself at the onset of my graduate

24 Brian F. Foster I Don’t Like the Blues: Race, Place and the Backbeat of Black Life, (Chapel Hill:
UNC Press 2021).
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education (and however embarrassingly I introduced myself to my classmates on the
first day of John Jackson’s Africana studies proseminar 8 years ago), I am not an expert
on black culture, or even black music, nor will I ever be. Moreover, insomuch as this is a
study of white celebration of black music and culture in the American South, it is critical
that I claim and own my own positionality, and perhaps complicity in many of the issues
discussed ahead.
I am a white musician and music lover born in the South, trained as a jazz
drummer. I was raised to listen to black music and celebrate the civil rights movement.
I’ve memorized my father’s stories of seeing Otis Redding, Sly Stone, and Sam & Dave on
Animal House-style weekend road trips taken with frat brothers in the 1960s. I
internalized the sounds of blues music early in my life, listening to dad’s records while I
played Nintendo on beanbag chairs in my suburban Atlanta basement. My relationship
with the blues began to take shape when he showed me that The Beatles songs that I was
learning to drum to were actually Chuck Berry songs. I would come to internalize the
presence of place of the backbeat through Berry’s music. A middle school social studies
teacher who introduced me to The Grateful Dead and The Allman Brothers was also
quick to point out the origins not only of those band’s songs, but the imitative oralities of
Ron “Pigpen” McKernan and Duane Allman, respectively, who’s stylized vocalities are
perhaps the most derivative (read: appropriative) of black singing in all of white pop
culture (excepting, of course, Mick Jagger). This is all to say that my own musicality–my
feel as a drummer and my listening practices–is steeped in the same tradition of white
blues fandom that I am centering in my critical framework here. Inasmuch as I may
criticize white tourists traveling to the state for a blues festival, or, for that matter, Alan
Lomax, traveling the gravel roads of the hill country to record African retentions, there is
a very real and fundamental extent to which I am not so different from them. I am a
20

white blues fan and a white researcher, and as such, I am immutably of these same
traditions, no matter what my stance or objective with respect to race may be.

Mapping Blues Histories
The first thing that travelers see when they enter the state of Mississippi is the
functional mantra of the state’s tourism industry: “Welcome to Mississippi, Birthplace of
America’s music.” This bold assertion is in part predicated upon Mississippi’s claim of
both Elvis Presley and Jimmie Rodgers, ‘father of country music,’ as native sons, but it
primarily evokes Lomax’s framing of Mississippi as “the land where the blues began.”

Figure 3. State welcome sign, visible at most major interstate state-line crossings. Photo by
author

The importance of the state of Mississippi to the history of the blues is generally
indisputable, but its singularity as such has often been overprivileged. While an
overwhelming majority of the most popular, well-known or successful blues musicians
have hailed from Mississippi over the years, the truth is that as both a cultural
phenomenon and a musical genre, the blues emerged all over the South in the early
decades of the twentieth century, with important regional landmarks in Texas, the
Appalachian Piedmont, Tennessee, and beyond. The scope of this dissertation, of course,
precludes a comprehensive discussion of the long and complicated history of the blues,
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but a few important trends in historiographical framing sit at the crux of the problems I
raise throughout my discussion.
Indeed, the blues is a music with a history so nebulous, contrived, and contested
that it calls into question the legitimacy of the very notion of an established, totalizing
narrative of musical origination and evolution. The stylistic assemblage of sub-genres
collected under the umbrella of the blues over the course of a century, dispersed across
continents, is paradigmatic of the fraught nature of generic categories themselves.
Divergent notions of what the blues is, where it came from, and when it arrived reflect
the extent to which genre is so often based at least as much on the biases and agendas of
the namer as it is on the underlying musical and cultural meanings and values that the
name ostensibly represents. Blues histories and theories have been written along
competing regional, cultural, political, and ideological trajectories, but most begin in
more or less the same way. To employ a common analogy, if blues history were a tree, the
majority of its roots would emerge out of colonial Africa, the musics of those West
African peoples brought to the Americas in the Atlantic slave trade. But blues history
isn’t a tree. Music doesn’t emerge whole cloth out of a root source and it doesn’t
terminate at a leaf tip. Music histories rarely have an indisputable beginning or end.
They are rather rhizomatic, echoing back and forth with multitude entry and exit points.
The blues, like so many black American musics, echoes back and forth between the
various nodes of the black Atlantic and beyond: Africa, the Caribbean, the U.K., the
American south, the American North, the Delta, the hills.

Folk Blues and Popular Histories
Most histories locate the musical roots of the blues through a lineage of labor and
spirituality in the rural South. For the majority of American folklorists, including those
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discussed later in this dissertation, field hollers and work songs performed by enslaved
people and later sharecroppers form a historiographical genealogy with a logical root
starting point in Africa.25 These puzzle pieces are foundational to the sonic and cultural
emergence of the blues. Historical recordings made specifically and intentionally by
folklorists form an archive around these notions, inspiring a narrative of blues cultural
heritage that has the music emerging out of rural life, if not mythologically, out of the
land. Songs sung at work in cotton fields by enslaved people and later sharecroppers
would evolve into the blues, transposed and arranged for solo singer with guitar
accompaniment by the early 1900s. These blues would then become the overwhelming
music of choice for rural black southerners enjoying themselves, particularly in the juke
joints and barrelhouses maintained on tenant farms, plantations, and levee camps across
the Black Belt.
Writings by proto-blues scholars like Dorothy Scarborough and Howard W.
Odum detail the singing of rural black laborers at the beginning of the twentieth century
and portend the sonic stylistic indicators of the blues.26 Following close on their heels,
recordings made by John A. Lomax and his son Alan reveal these sounds of the
seemingly unformed blues still present after the emergence and cultural dominance of
the form. Field hollers and work songs passed down through generations to inmates at
work on Parchman Farm in the Mississippi Delta and Angola State Prison in Louisiana
share tonalities and performative inflections, sounds and sentiments, with the blues sung
by the same inmates accompanying themselves on guitar and harmonica. This narrative

As discussed at length in chapter two, African retentions are foundational to the landmark work
of Alan Lomax. For a more in-depth discussion of the Africanisms of the blues, see Gerhard
Kubik, Africa and the Blues (Oxford: University Press of Mississippi, 2009).
26 Howard Odum, The Negro and His Songs, 1925, and Dorothy Scarborough On the Trail of
Negro Folk-Songs, 1925. See David Evans, Big Road Blues for discussion of these in the context
of American folklore.
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arc informed a couple of generations of folk revivalists and folklorists who followed in
the Lomaxes’ footsteps, whose work will be examined in chapter two of this dissertation
and who would carry this understanding of the music into the broader popular
consciousness of American listening.
However pervasive it remains today, this blues-as-folk historicity has been widely
problematized, or at least complicated, on both cultural and musicological grounds.27
Competing narratives have arisen and taken hold over the years that posit the blues as a
fundamentally popular form, locating ‘the original blues’ on traveling vaudeville and
medicine show stages, in barrelhouse piano players bringing ragtime upriver from New
Orleans, or in the performativity of the earliest cosmopolitan blues queens, with protojazzy backing bands playing composed and arranged repertoires known as ‘classic blues.’
In a trio of expansively researched books, historians Doug Seroff and Lynn Abbott have
laid out this narrative and argued convincingly for its predominance. Angela Davis’ Blues
Legacies and Black Feminism provides the most sustained discussion of this music as a
cultural, social, and political touchstone for black America at the time. Indeed, while
much of the canonical space of blues history is taken up by white folklorists and
revivalists, many black scholars have presented a more theorized form of blues culture
that reflect this narrative. Amiri Baraka’s Blues People, Eileen Southern’s The Music of
Black Americans: A History, Albert Murray’s Stomping the Blues, and Samuel A. Floyd’s
The Power of Black Music all address this disjuncture.

A spate of revisionist American music histories over the last decade and a half have addressed
the construction of conventional blues discourse, belying singular notions of authenticity and
essentialism that frame the blues as a genre exclusive to and definitive of poor black rural
Southerners. See Hamilton: In Search of the Blues; Miller: Segregating Sounds; Wald: Escaping
the Delta. See also David Evans Big Road Blues, a more traditional folkloric text which engages
with the historical tensions of folklore and commercialism in a productive way.
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As the work of these scholars reveals, this construction of blues historicity does
not necessarily eschew the folkloric nature of the music, but the cosmopolitan stage that
is often left out of or under-emphasized in folkloric accounts is privileged as the place
where the blues was first fully realized. It posits that those blues musicians kicking up
dirt on rural juke joint Saturday nights, at least in part, learned the form from
professional artists they had seen on the vaudeville stage, rather than inheriting it as the
great vernacular tradition espoused by white folklorists. Echoing back and forth between
the ostensible folk and the ostensible modern, this historical narrative emerges out of the
entangled histories of ragtime, vaudeville, jazz, and the folkloric resonances of rural
space. More than troubling the waters of historical fact, this narrative polarity
complicates the most valuable of blues discourses: folkloric authenticity. The Lomaxes
and other folklorists celebrated and collected the blues because of its supposed
insularity, its isolation from popular culture. To privilege the extent to which early
bluesmen may have learned from a professional vaudeville singer poses a significant
threat to the stereotypical construction of the authentic rural black blues singer.
But here again, the polarity of folk and popular is a fundamentally productive
tension. Famously, W.C. Handy, self-proclaimed father of the blues and the first black
composer to pen a blues composition, claimed to have learned the blues from a destitute
busker in a train station in Tutwiler, Mississippi.
A lean, loose-jointed Negro had commenced plunking a guitar beside me while I
slept. His clothes were rags; his feet peeped out of his shoes. His face had on it
some of the sadness of the ages. As he played, he pressed a knife on the strings of
a guitar in a manner popularized by Hawaiian guitarists who used steel bars. The
effect was unforgettable. His song, too, struck me instantly. ‘Goin’ where the
Southern cross’ the Dog.’ The singer repeated the line three times, accompanying
himself on the guitar with the weirdest music I ever heard.28

28

W.C. Handy, Father of The Blues: An Autobiography (New York: Macmillan, 1941), p74.
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Handy’s anecdote conveys some of the universal perceptions of the blues and blues
history: that it is fundamentally rural, emerging out of the precarities of black life in the
Mississippi Delta, associated with rural poverty and the stuff of transient male guitar
players. All of these presumptions were accurate to a degree, but of course were only part
of the story.29

Recorded blues and Emergent Listening Publics
Of particular relevance to this dissertation is the extent to which the dualities of
folkloric and commercial understandings of the blues have been engrained across forms
of documentation. Early recordings of the blues were mapped onto the structures of the
industry, particularly the predominating segregation of popular song between race
records, the proto-country sounds of white ‘old timey’ or hillbilly records, and early jazz
recordings. While many of the earliest recorded blues were performed by the classic
blues queens and early jazz bands, as soon as was logistically possible, folklorists and
other researchers began conducting field work and making recordings of noncommercial folk blues artists in rural spaces.30 By the late 1920s, classic blues began to
wane in popularity and the trend of rural folk blues recordings took hold of the race
records industry. An emergent duality of folk blues and commercial blues formed, with a
push and pull of industry trends variously favoring these different styles. As the early
decades of the twentieth century rolled on, the entanglements of commercial and

29 Interestingly (and often overlooked), his mention of the knife sliding on the neck of the busker’s
guitar invokes exactly the type of discourse-turned-controversy that trouble conventional waters
of blues historiography. A 2016 book by Smithsonian music curator John Troutman asks the
question; “did blues slide guitar evolve from the Hawaiian steel guitar or from the African
instrument usually claimed as its ancestor?”
30 Again, see Angela Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism. While there are a number of
older historical accounts of the race records industry, Miller’s Segregated Sounds and Sterne’s
The Audible Past provide invaluable discussions of the development of race records and the
problematics of the system.
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folkloric blues only became more complex. The emergence of folk revivalism in the 1930s
and 40s calcified these entanglements as definitive of the blues and American music writ
large.
As I’ll discuss at length in chapter two of this dissertation, folk and blues
revivalism began more or less as soon as the earliest jazz and blues records could be
considered old and forgotten. After the decline of the race records industry, the earliest
blues forms, which were both the music of country blues artists and classic blues queens,
became more or less obsolete to the industry as the earliest whispers of rock n roll and
R&B began to emerge. Modernizing sounds of jump blues and bigger band arrangements
took hold of the listening public. Dismayed by the commercialism of new music, the first
revivalists began buying up 78rpm copies of hot jazz and country blues that were no
longer of value to the commercial music industry and claiming their imminent
provenance. This community would later begin record labels devoted to archival
compilation releases of the music they held in such high regard. They would go on to
follow in the footsteps of folklorists traveling the American south in search of aging
bluesmen, salvaging the final sounds of these artists before the imminent extinction of
the form. Ultimately, it would be the folk revival community that would inaugurate the
tradition of the blues festival that evolved into the topic of this dissertation. Beginning
with at Newport in 1959, the festival circuit became the primary venue on which the
great bluesmen could be seen. It was here that the careers of many of the most wellknown country blues artists were revived, including Son House, Mississippi John Hurt,
Skip James, and Bukka White. I will argue that revivalism is fundamental to the
evolution of popular music in America, and the formation of discourses and practices of
heritage around the notion of Americana in the second half of the twentieth century,
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particularly the ways in which we have learned to listen for the sounds of cultural
heritage in the blues and blues-adjacent musics.
With the rise of mechanized agricultural practices alongside a whole host of social
and cultural changes in Southern black life, the rural black populations that had defined
the early history of the blues in Mississippi moved en masse to urban centers throughout
the Midsouth, upper Midwest and Northeast.31 With these migratory developments came
dramatic changes to the sound of the blues and blues culture. In particular, the sounds of
Chicago, Memphis, and St. Louis came to define mid-century blues. In North
Mississippi, the gravitational pull of Memphis was significant, attracting some of the
most talented artists from the Delta and hill country area, who would go on to contribute
mightily to the formation of rock and roll and soul music. Indeed, with the arrival of the
post-war era, perhaps the definitive mechanism of commercial music in the late
twentieth century emerged: the crossover.32 Just as Memphis served as ground zero for
the widely appropriative crossover mash up of blues and country music that was rock
and roll in the 40s and 50s, in the 1960s, record producers in Memphis, along with
Muscle Shoals and other locales around the South, merged blues, R&B and gospel
sounds to create Southern soul. At Stax and Hi records in Memphis, and at FAME and
Muscle Shoals Sound Studios in the Florence and Muscle Shoals area in North Alabama,
a bluesy, soulful regional foil to the polished sound of Motown emerged.33

There is, of course, a pantheon of academic discourse on black migration that the scope of this
study precludes. See Farah J. Griffin, "Who Set You Flowin'?": The African-American Migration
Narrative (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of Other Suns:
The Epic Story of America's Great Migration (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing
Group, 2010). For further discussion of the relationship between migration and black music
history, see Guthrie Ramsey, Race Music.
32 For discussion of crossover in popular music see David Brackett, “The Politics and Practice of
‘Crossover’ in American Popular Music, 1963 to 1965,” The Musical Quarterly, Volume 78, Issue
4, Winter 1994, Pages 774–797.
33 See Charles Hughes, 2015 and Robert Gordon 2013.
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Blues Crossovers and Emergent Stylistic Sub-Genres
This dissertation primarily engages with three more or less discernible, definable
sub-generic blues styles; two regional styles, from the Delta and the hill country
respectively; and one non-regional style, known as soul blues or southern soul. In some
ways, it is amidst the stylistic stew of southern soul music that the blues lived on
throughout the last three decades of twentieth century, at least for black fans. Whereas
white blues fundamentalists would bemoan the decline of ‘downhome’ guitar-based
blues styles as hailing the imminent death of the blues, spurring seemingly perennial
blues revivals that undergird the practices and values examined throughout much of this
dissertation, Southern soul would evolve from the classic sounds of Stax Records into a
very different kind of downhome blues, a funkier, contemporary music that appeals to
this day to many black fans particularly throughout the South and Midwest. Variously
known as soul blues, southern soul, southern soul blues, or, to the many artists and fans
that regularly attend soul blues festivals, often just ‘the blues,’ this is a music that belies
the sounds of roots revivalism, relying heavily on the timbral and textural aesthetics of
soul, R&B, and gospel. It often uses elaborate horn parts, intricately arranged back-up
vocal harmonies, heavily processed guitars, and virtuosic, contemporary gospel style
drumming. Beginning in the mid-1970s, Jackson, Mississippi based Malaco records,
along with a network of radio stations throughout Midsouth and Midwest, became the
home of the soul blues sound, releasing hits by the likes of Denies LaSalle, Bobby Bland,
Z.Z. Hill, and other veterans of the soul scene who would enjoy late-career success
‘keeping the blues alive.’
As soul blues took hold as a stylistic sub-genre with a very specific following
beginning in the 1970s, other forms of more traditional blues, couched in the classic
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guitar-based sounds of the Delta and influenced by the electric blues of Chicago, St.
Louis, and Memphis, also flourished throughout the state. In smaller towns and cities
throughout the Delta and hill country, a circuit of small clubs remained open throughout
the 70s and 80s where local blues artists would continue to develop a sort of electric juke
joint blues that became the focus of the tourism industry by the late-90s. It is this era
that saw the emergence of the hill country blues artists mentioned at the beginning of
this chapter, that are so revered by the Americana rock scene today. Not unlike the
establishments run in the hill country by the likes of Junior Kimbrough and R.L.
Burnside, small blues clubs continued to be maintained in highly segregated black
neighborhoods of larger towns throughout the Delta region in the latter part of the
twentieth century. In places like Clarksdale, Greenwood, and Greenville, the music
performed to then still mostly local black crowds reflected the same regional echoing of
stylistic development that has always moved blues music forward. The music of Booba
Barnes in Greenville or Big Jack Johnson and the Jelly Roll Kings in Clarksdale was
effectively a Mississippi version of Chicago blues in every way. It is a Mississippi blues,
but it reflects the very real mobilities of these artists and of these musical styles over the
previous decades. This stylistic array of blues musics was firmly in place in the late1990s when tourists began to arrive in the state seeking the history of this music. As I’ll
discuss throughout the dissertation, this variety and the differential fanbases that it
reflected posed a fundamental challenge as the state began to figure out how and where
to direct tourism funds going forward.

Blues Festivity and Tourism Histories
Heritage tourism has occupied a prominent economic position in the state of
Mississippi for the last couple decades. Beginning in the 1990s, obsessive fans from
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around the world started traveling to the state in search of the many landmarks of
conventional blues historicity that can be found here; the gravesite of Robert Johnson,
the sharecropper shack where Alan Lomax first recorded Muddy Waters, the hospital
where Bessie Smith died, and other such obscure locales. Since then, the blues tourism
industry has flourished, producing museums, historical trails, and a dense calendar of
blues festivals that organizes most tourist activity. My ethnographic research focuses on
a handful of festivals and the particular collective of people in attendance; namely, a
small and diverse slice of local Mississippians and an overwhelmingly white
international fanbase that travels here every year. The emergence of these festivals began
in the 1970s with two events that were organized by black communities in the
Mississippi Delta with close ties to the recent civil rights movement. 34
A decade after the killing of Medgar Evers, the Medgar Evers Homecoming
Celebration was inaugurated by his brother Charles and included an official
proclamation by then Governor William Waller. The annual event included a small
music festival which was headlined each year by B.B. King. It would be a stretch to call
this the first blues festival, but by the late-80s, King had begun to put on his own festival
the same weekend as the Evers event, also called the B.B. King Homecoming
Celebration, which was one of the first such events in the state. Perhaps the first
dedicated blues festival in the state began in 1978, when a group called Mississippi
Action for Community Education, a grassroots civil rights organization with ties to the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, began the Delta Blues Festival in
Greenville, Mississippi. Now known as the Mississippi Delta Blues and Heritage Festival,

This historical account is based on information recorded during an interview with blues
historian Scott Barretta, October 2017. See also: “Medgar Evers Homecoming Celebration” article
in the Mississippi Encyclopedia, Michael Vincent Williams.

34

31

this event is still held each year and features primarily soul blues artists. Unlike so many
of the blues festivals in the state, is overwhelmingly attended by black locals and tourists.
Ten years after the festival in Greenville began, the first major festival to be held in
Clarksdale, today the epicenter of blues tourism, was inaugurated as the Sunflower River
Blues and Gospel Festival.
The prominence and success of these festivals and the seemingly organic
appearance of curious travelers, as well as the notable success of what was then a wellestablished blues tourism industry in Memphis, were all motivating factors behind the
state beginning to take a look at possible avenues for funding, supporting, and
promoting blues tourism. In 2004, Governor Haley Barbour signed legislation to put into
place the Mississippi Blues Commission, a committee of politicians, academics, and
various public and private sector power brokers who would put together “a plan to
preserve and promote Mississippi’s blues heritage.”35 Like many political machinations
in the state of Mississippi, the Blues Commission has had a somewhat fraught past,
periodically challenged by state auditors and others opposed to such government
spending, and criticized for its inclusion of a senator with known ties to white
supremacist organizations, yet has survived up to today. Two years after forming the
group, Barbour would break ground on perhaps the crowning achievement of the
commission, the Mississippi Blues Trail, a network of interpretive signs that mark
locations of historical significance to the blues. Along with the trail, the commission put
together a comprehensive marketing plan that would create billboards and magazine
advertisements and publish brochures and travelogues as state and local funds were

35 “Mississippi creates Blues Commission,” Memphis Business Journal, April 26, 2004,
https://www.bizjournals.com/memphis/stories/2004/04/26/daily19.html
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earmarked for expanding local blues scenes and a network of investments, public and
private, emerged around the creation and promotion of blues festivals.
Today there are hundreds of blues festivals in Mississippi every year. When
travelers arrive, it’s made thoroughly clear that they are in the blues state, passing
highway signage celebrating blues heritage, and driving alongside vehicles of state
residents bearing license plates adorned with Lucille, B.B. King’s famous guitar. In
Clarksdale, a town with perhaps as much of a legitimate claim to being the ‘home of the
blues’ as anywhere else, the blues is everywhere; heroes of the blues are honored on
decorative street signs, there are scores of blues museums, blues art and gift shops, and
blues-themed breakfast restaurants. Within this landscape, festivals have emerged as
perhaps the most valuable experience, representing unprecedented impact on local
commerce. Tourists travel to festivals, rent hotel rooms, eat locally, shop, etc. This has
become a model of economic development throughout the state as outlying
municipalities see the impact of travel and tourism in Clarksdale and seek ways to
harness the power of musical celebration. During the non-winter months from lateMarch to late-October, the state of Mississippi hosts somewhere in the neighborhood of
100 blues festivals. Along with the Blues Trail, these festivals constitute the main events
of the tourism industry and the blues economy in Mississippi. To use musicologist Jeff
Todd Titon’s language, they function as “heritage spaces, theatre-like sanctuaries such as
festivals, heritage trails, interpretive centers, and living history museums, where music is
mediated, i.e. explained to, then performed for an audience.”36

36 Jeff Todd Titon, “Music and Sustainability: An Ecological Viewpoint” in The World of Music,
Vol. 51, No. 1, Music and Sustainability (2009), pp. 119-137.
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Project Overview and Chapter Summaries
This dissertation asks how and why cultural heritage is constructed around blues
tradition, culture, and tourism in Mississippi. Blues tourism is effectively used as a case
study to understand the political economy of heritage in the contemporary South.
Conventionally, heritage is constructed and performed through a process of
preservation, presentation, and celebration. Like any music scene, the blues heritage
tourism industry in Mississippi emerges out of practices of listening, mobility, and
festivity. There are deeper mechanisms, though, which reflect a set of diametric tensions,
tensions between critical and non-critical memory and nostalgia, between romanticized
cultural decline and emergent socio-political and economic expediencies, and between
the many civic mythologies of race and post-racialism. The plasticity of blues music and
blues culture allows for these productive tensions, but also allows for problematic, noncritical engagement from fans and culture brokers. As the discourses and practices of
cultural heritage have been mapped onto the blues, they have shaped and formed the
character and quality of musical and cultural life in the state in fundamental ways that
are represented by the case studies presented here. These ethnographic case studies
speak to broader questions of cultural heritage in the South and the meaning and value
of musical Americana in the contemporary moment.

Ethnography
Most of the ethnographic research represented in this study was done at and
around festivals that I attended, performed at and otherwise participated in. While in
attendance, I conducted structured interviews and casual conversations with concert
promoters, musicians, local and non-local fans, and community members in attendance.
The raw specifics of my ethnographic inquiry are simple: what is being celebrated at a
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given festival and why; who is putting it on and promoting it and why; who is attending
and why; and what kind of music is being performed? These lines of questioning uncover
the mechanisms of festivity that drew me into this project in the first place; how are
these communities and collectivities constructing and celebrating their own notions of
cultural heritage; what forms of sociality–of cultural and musical intimacy and
imaginary–emerge around these instances of festivity; and how do listening practices
inform and interact with the act of celebration?37
I view these festivals not only as sites of heritage celebration, but as broader sites
of encounter, phenomenological meeting points between different people, different
ideas, and different sounds. Indeed, these encounters are not restricted to interpersonal
sociality; some of the most evocative encounters occur between people and memories,
people and historical discourse, and particularly, people and sound. To this end, I
employ Guthrie Ramsey’s ‘community theaters’ as a frame (or venue) through which to
better understand these sites of encounter. For Ramsey, community theaters are spaces
of public and private cultural memory in which musical meaning is created. By
employing the idea of community theaters as the theoretical space of my ethnographic
narrative, I afford the fragmented meanings of blues music and the diverse nature of
blues knowledge and blues lives the space they need to live, breath, and rub up against
each other. In community theaters, private sites of encounter become public sites of
encounter; it is here that cultural intimacy becomes the backbone of cultural tourism,

My discussions of sociality, particularly notions of cultural intimacy and imaginary, are based
on a range of works by anthropological and ethnomusicological scholars. Of particular interest are
Byron Dueck’s Musical Intimacies and Indigenous Imaginaries: Aboriginal Music and Dance in
Public Performance (2013), which uses Michael Warner’s theories of publics and counter publics
to understand the imagined audience communities and intimate musical interactions and
encounters in a small music community not unlike those I study here. My understanding of
theories of social and cultural imaginary and intimacy are also based on Charles Taylor’s Modern
Social Imaginaries (2003), and Elizabeth Povinelli’s The Empire of Love: Toward a Theory of
Intimacy, Genealogy, and Carnality (2006).
37
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and musical sounds are understood and misunderstood, bought and sold, romanticized
and authenticated.
As my ethnography will reveal, the scope and scale of the festival scene in
Mississippi is vast and varied. There are a handful of festivals in the region that have
been in place for decades and see or have seen attendance in the tens of thousands.
Conversely, two of the festivals I will visit and concentrate on are new in the last half
decade and entertain a small but tightly knit community of fans. This differential fandom
is one of the things that interests me most about the contemporary blues scene in this
region. In one day, I would attend the Mississippi Delta Blues and Heritage Festival in
Greenville, where an immense crowd of black locals and tourists danced and sang along
to Denise LaSalle’s ‘X-rated’ version of “Downhome Blues.” I would leave that event as
the sun set and drive an hour or so north out of the Delta, into the hill country to the
Homeplace Pastures Hill country Boucherie and see fife and drum music or hill country
blues revered by an overwhelmingly white crowd of Ole Miss community members and
traveling Americana fans.
I understand this assemblage of celebratory practice, to borrow from tourism
scholar Timothy Rommen, as fundamentally different touristic vectors, or modalities.
Superficially, these touristic vectors are represented simply by the differential,
community-based demographics of attendance. Speaking about music tourism in the
Circum-Caribbean, Rommen notes:
Although many musicians perform in contexts marked by the economic
dependencies created through mass tourism, many other forms of tourism exits
that are, as often as not, occluded from view. These other vectors through which
tourism touches ground in local, musical lives include at least festival tourism;
intra-regional tourism; expatriate tourism (etc…)38

38 Timothy Rommen, Sun, Sea, and Sound: Music and Tourism in the CircumCaribbean (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp 5-6.
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While promotional and press material on blues tourism in Mississippi will present a
generalized, monolithic image of what tourism in the state is, the fact of the matter is
that there are many different types of tourists that patronize this industry. Each of the
festivals examined in this study are patronized by fundamentally different communities
of people, but to delimit the conversation to racial demographics and leave it at that
would ignore the extent to which these different demographic vectors are mapped onto
fundamentally different ideas about the cultural heritage of this region, fundamentally
different forms of mobility, and fundamentally different ways of listening to this music.
My ethnography will unpack these touristic differentials and try to understand the many
cultural entanglements that complicate the notion of heritage in the state.

Chapter Summaries
In the final three chapters of this dissertation, I borrow another concept from
Rommen and explore the specific ‘festival touristics’ that undergird the different events
that I attended, which is to say, the mobilities and auralities that motivate tourists and
fans to travel and celebrate. Prior to that discussion, though, in chapter two, I will lay out
what I consider to be the historiographical grounding for those auralities and mobilities,
a genealogy of listening for and knowing the blues that emerged out of the history of
research in the region. Specifically, this is a discussion of the modes of listening that we
as blues fans have inherited over the years from the canon of folkloric and revivalist
research on the music. Beginning with the iconic Southern trips of Alan Lomax, I go on
to discuss how the Lomaxian archetype moved through the work of two later scholars,
William Ferris and George Mitchell, before being mapped onto the listening practices
and mobilities of contemporary touristic practice. The overarching argument of this
discussion is that we learned to listen in very specific ways from Lomax and his
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contemporaries; we learned to listen for the past, to listen for retentions, and to listen
for the archival meanings and values that would ultimately undergird heritage practice
and discourse in the state.
Chapter three begins my discussions of blues festivity in the only logical place,
the purported home of the blues, Clarksdale, Mississippi. Clarksdale is the most popular
tourism destination in the state by far, owing to its legitimate claim to historical
relevance in the canon of American popular music and its deep investment in the
infrastructures of blues tourism. My research is largely conducted at the town’s Juke
Joint Festival, one of the largest and most influential events in the state. The discussion
that follows focuses on two intersecting notions, cultural sustainability and musical
labor. Much of the cultural currency of Clarksdale’s tourism brand revolves around the
imminent decline of the city and the imminent extinction of the cultural form that it
celebrates; dilapidated juke joints serve as the last great venues for a rotating cast of
elderly, last great Mississippi bluesmen. The presumed anxiety of this fleeting experience
is what brings many tourists to the town every year. I examine this scene using the image
of the juke joint, both as a historical idea and a contemporary commodity, to understand
the dynamics of sustainability and festivity that produce what is the most significant
touristic modality in the state.
Because of Clarksdale’s preeminence within the political economy of blues
tourism, the rest of the study has a somewhat comparative tilt, with the Juke Joint
Festival serving as a sort of master text after which many municipalities model their own
touristic practices. At each of these festivals, though, complex and singular collectives of
people, respectively reflecting wide demographic variance, come together around the
celebration of specific musical styles and cultures. I entered into my research with a
predisposed understanding of blues fandom as fundamentally white, grounded in the
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notion that black music fans no longer listen to or celebrate the blues. This is largely
correct in Clarksdale and in other similarly well-funded and marketed corners of the
blues tourism, but as I’ll explore further in chapters four and five, this image of blues
fandom depends upon a very narrow understanding of what constitutes blues music and
blues tourism. In chapter four, I will discuss how the touristic vectors that intersect at
the Mules and Blues Fest in Marks, Mississippi, where I first encountered the sounds of
soul blues, are fundamentally different from those at the Juke Joint Festival in Clarkdale.
Mules & Blues is a rare example of a town using a music festival to simultaneously
celebrate the legacies of both blues and civil rights history. As such, what emerges here is
a version of what heritage studies scholars refer to as ‘alternative heritage’ discourse,
fundamentally different from the practices of heritage celebration in Clarksdale, at least
from an ideological perspective.
This is similarly the case in Holly Springs and across the North Mississippi hill
country, where I will end my study. The hill country, which stretches up east out of the
Delta and across the north-central part of the state, has become an increasingly popular
destination for tourists recently, as the small community of musicians from the region
have become increasingly identified as the most authentic and provocative blues
musicians in recent history. The broad schedule of events that occur across the hill
country are very specifically focused on recreating, reanimating and sustaining local and
familial traditions. Famous juke joint, house and yard parties that were documented
across the hill country by folklorists and music writers throughout the mid-to-latetwentieth century have come to occupy the imaginations of a new generation of blues
fans. Local people, including children and grandchildren of now well-known and
celebrated hill country musicians, are carrying on these traditions and throwing
commemorative events that often take a form more akin to the contemporary blues
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festival than tradition would hold. In chapter five, I will discuss these events as
regionally emplaced sites of memory that are increasingly being mapped onto the
broader political economy of blues tourism in the state.
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Chapter Two: Archival Auralities of the Folkloric Paradigm
“For me, the black discs spinning in the Mississippi night, spitting the chip centripetally
toward the center of the table… heralded a new age of writing human history.”
- Alan Lomax, 1993.39
“I hope that I may some time spend a sabbatical year down through the South on the
trail of more Negro folk-songs, before the material vanishes forever, killed by the
Victrola, the radio, the lure of cheap printed music.”
-Dorothy Scarborough, 1925.40

Alan Lomax was an obsessive ethno-audiophile. His father, John Lomax, traveled
the American Southeast and West recording cowboy songs and black prison work songs
on Edison wax cylinder phonographs and disc recorders. Alan carried on the family
business alongside and in his father’s wake. In the 1940s, he replaced his father’s
equipment with a Magnecord reel-to-reel, installing it into the trunk of his 1939 Ford
Deluxe, a replica of which now sits next to the reconstructed logs of Muddy Waters’
Stovall Plantation cabin in the Delta Blues Museum in Clarksdale. Lomax famously
pulled his car up to Waters’ residence and recorded the iconic blues musician,
anticipating perhaps the most influential commercial blues career of his generation.
Alan’s obsession with the ideal of fidelity, the faithful recreation of the purest and most
perfect sound object possible, produced an invaluable archive that documents so many
American musical traditions. He was at least as obsessed, though, with another form of
fidelity. Lomax dedicated himself to finding the purest and most perfect examples of real
American folklife, the absolute authentic artifacts of bygone pasts, and the last of the

Alan Lomax, The Land Where the Blues Began (New York: Pantheon, 1993), p. xi.
Dorothy Scarborough, On the Trail of Negro Folk-Songs. (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1925), p. 281.

39

40

41

country’s great and fleeting cultural traditions. While his insistent fascination with audio
equipment grants us, his listeners, with some of the highest quality field recordings of
the era, his most provocative method of penetrating, preserving, and presenting
authentic American folklife was through the pursuit of pure black cultural expression.
This hunt for pure black sound constituted a much-problematized conflation of
black Southern identity and the idea of the “folk” in America. Although sympathetic
Lomax scholars have sought to keep the left-leaning son’s racial politics separate from
his conservative father’s, both Lomaxes shared a quest for the “purest” expression of
black tradition available in the South, a quest that was often predicated on questionable,
neo-colonialist racial politics. In his father’s words, “Our purpose was to find the Negro
who had had the least contact with jazz, the radio, and with the white man.”41 Less
contact with white culture meant a closer connection to pure African heritage, which, for
Alan, facilitated a mobilization of Herskovitsian Africanisms. In the late 1930s, Alan
studied directly under Melville Herskovits, whose then vogue theory of African
retentions would ultimately ground Lomax’s understanding of black music in the South
and his theorization of an imagined Southern black cultural identity. This ideal of
Africanist cultural fidelity is only one example of how Lomax’s own listenings helped to
construct the functional auralities of the American archive, solidifying what Karl
Hagstrom Miller calls the ‘folkloric paradigm’ as the definitive way of listening to and
knowing the American folk, particularly in the South, particularly in rural black
communities.42
The documentation, preservation, and dissemination of folk and roots music in
America is largely attributed to a small fraternity of mostly white, mostly male field
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Alan Lomax and John Lomax, American Ballads and Folk Songs (New York: Macmillan, 1934).
Hagstrom Miller, Segregating Sounds (2010).
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researchers working in the south throughout the mid-twentieth century. Recordings
collected in rural southern communities by folklorists and musicologists of varying
degrees of academic authority formed the aural infrastructure of a historiographical
project bent towards pinpointing the origins of modern popular music vis-à-vis blues,
gospel, and other ‘vernacular’ black American musics. No figure in this history looms
larger than Lomax, archetype of folkloric Americana heroism, celebrated for rescuing
imminently disappearing cultural folkways from obscurity, if not extinction, and
constructing the archive that would define sonic Americanness for at least a couple of
generations. Lomax, like anyone else, had a particular way of listening to music, an aural
mode of engagement with the cultures he encountered that was informed by his
experiences, his family, his worldview, and his education. For Alan, like his father before
him, and like so many working in the nebulous fields of folklore, ethnomusicology, and
anthropology, listening was an active pursuit, a hunt. He listened for evidence; evidence
of the past, evidence of isolated relativism, evidence of obscurity and imminent
extinction.
But Lomax, of course, is only one character in this epic. The researchers who
literally followed in his footsteps inherited this mantle, this way of listening, this
approach to research and the expectations of what work like this is meant to do and
mean. Folklorists like William Ferris and David Evans, revivalists like Samuel Charters,
Dick Waterman, and later George Mitchell, were nodes in a lineage that followed. The
vast archives amassed by these researchers have circulated now across generations of
fans, canonizing those recordings and remapping the aural spheres of these researchers
across emergent blues and folk listening publics. This chapter examines that lineage,
constructing a genealogy of blues listening and blues heritage discourse out of the work
of this community of folkloric revivalists. I take as my case studies the work of three well43

known researchers who traveled significantly around North Mississippi, beginning
necessarily with Alan Lomax and his work in Coahoma County, the North Mississippi hill
country, and at Parchman Farm. Comparatively, I move on to examine the work of
William Ferris, who, just a few decades later, recorded many of the same people in many
of the same places where Lomax had worked. I end with the work of George Mitchell, a
decidedly non-academic, perhaps lesser-known, revivalistic blues-head documentarian
whose recordings have spread widely throughout the community of blues fans who
frequent Mississippi today.
For the many non-local travelers and local cultural brokers who populate and
propagate the contemporary blues tourism industry in Mississippi, the memories and
legends of these men, their tales of harrowing musical journeys and discoveries, are as
much the basis for the celebration of musical heritage in Mississippi as are the musics
and musicians themselves. Blues fans who travel to Mississippi not only follow in the
footsteps of these researchers, seeking out the landmarks of their iconic quests and the
surviving children and grandchildren of their interlocutors, but also aim to embody the
totality of their mythos, rehearsing their methodologies and ideologies and projecting a
constructed habitus of the classic folkloric song-hunter that has defined the pursuit of
this music for decades. These researchers are celebrated because of their resourceful
commitment to documenting cultural traditions, for creating a material archive, and for
helping to construct the material reality that is our understanding of the time and place
in which the music was made.
As the three final chapters of my dissertation will explore, tourists craft their own
selves directly out of the image of these men and out of the act of celebrating them,
perennially seeking out the last of the great blues men, salvaging the remnants of these
ostensibly ephemeral experiences. This chapter argues that central to this inherited
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habitus is a very specific aural sphere, a way of listening to the music that is couched in
folkloric theories and methodologies learned from these scholars and song-hunters.
These acts of listening and traveling, modeled in the image of the folkloric researcher,
are deeply entangled in the contemporary music touristics of the state. The mobilities
practiced by these men, moving across regions and in and out of communities, are
mapped onto the accumulation and circulation of sound and knowledge–the archival
auralities–of the listening publics with which the rest of my dissertation engages.

Archival Auralities: Paradigms of Listening and Knowing Blues
Americana
Throughout this dissertation, I argue that a distinct mode of listening and
knowing pervades the community of fans who celebrate the blues, a set of aural
methodologies whereby we have learned to listen for heritage; to index, value, and
ultimately categorize music based on the extent to which it is legible within authorized
discourses and practices of cultural heritage.43 I refer to this network of aural methods
and epistemologies as archival auralities, and I argue more broadly that it is the
fundamental way that fans of Americana roots musics interact with musical cultures.
Insomuch as the concept of heritage is an active practice of constructing an idealized
past that we can comfortably and productively bind ourselves to, it is through archival
auralities that we build the musical archives of that selective past. We privilege music
that holds a certain value or relevance to an imagined archival Americana, rooted in the
theoretical ideals of folklore and narrowly defined generic categories perpetuated by folk

43 It should be noted that I intentionally employ the first-person plural, ‘we’ throughout this
discussion, as in other areas of this dissertation where I consider myself to be particularly
implicated in my own critical framing. This is particularly the case in this discussion of listening
practices, which very much emerged out of reflective meditations on my own relationship with
this music and the ways in which I consume the blues. I am thoroughly aware, however, of the
extent to which some readers may have no such relationship with the music, and an altogether
different mode of listening to the blues.
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revivalists over the years. We search the music for archival whispers, evidence of the
past, of histories, memories, and mythologies. So much of what we know about the blues
we have learned from the researchers who traveled the rural South throughout the
twentieth century recording and archiving obscure, unknown, forgotten artists in
obscure, unknown, forgotten locations. This notion of archival auralities simply posits
that what we really learned from these men is not the facts of the matter so much as how
to listen for, construct, and understand the facts of the matter.
Recent explorations of aurality have emerged out of a concern that the act of
listening is too frequently taken for granted, particularly the relationship between our
positionality as listeners and the construction and circulation of knowledge about what
we hear when we listen. Sound studies scholars have shown that listening is the critical
juncture at which music and knowledge meet. Listening is never a really a passive act,
and certainly not an objective one; what we know about a music, or a musical
community, is intrinsically tied to how we listen, and our aural modes of engagement are
entangled with our senses of self and place. Sound studies scholars have argued for the
value of examining historical listening practices, showing that an understanding of the
relationship between listening and the production of knowledge about sound and music
is at least as important as whatever content is revealed by that knowledge itself.44 In her
work with nineteenth century Colombian folk collections, Ana Maria Ochoa has sought
to understand “how the idea of a valid aural expressive genre was constituted depending

Of particularly interest to my work is Jonathan Sterne’s The Audible Past, in which he proposes
a critical history of the cultural and social origins of sound reproduction and listening. For Sterne,
listening is a fundamentally social act, and a history of the ways in which we listen is a history of
our social lives. In her book Aurality, Ana Maria Ochoa has shown how listening practices were
crucial in determining how the voice was understood and what counted as cultural expression in
nineteenth century Colombia. Her book effectively posits that listening sat at the crux of the very
construction of personhood in colonial and post-colonial Colombia.
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on the listening practices or ‘audile techniques’ (Sterne 2003) through which it was
constituted.”45 Whereas most blues scholarship has focused on specifics of historical
context, lyrical meaning, and performance technique, I believe that a similar approach,
grounded in an examination of listening practices across time, will force a critical turn
towards the very constitution of blues knowledge and, as such, towards heritage practice
and discourse in many parts of the American South.
Throughout this chapter I argue that contemporary blues fans learned to listen to
the blues through the lineage of folklorists and revivalists who famously collected and
wrote about blues recordings in the rural South. Fans learned how to listen to the music,
but we also learned how to live with it, how to understand our social, intellectual, and
affective relation to the rural communities out of which these blues musics emerged. We
learned this not so much from the content of these researcher’s writings, or even
recordings, nor from the ideas they communicated about the music and the people, but
more so from the scope and form of their interactions, from the tales of their travels,
from the ways that they listened and the ways that they responded, and from the
intimacies and imaginaries that they did or did not enter into in the process. These social
entanglements are wrapped up in the act of listening. But listening understood at such
an ontological threshold is too narrow a notion. This is why I employ Jairo Moreno’s
broad understanding of the concept of ‘aurality’ as the “intersensory, affective, cognitive,
discursive, material, perceptual, and rhetorical network” that encompasses much of that
which relates to the act of listening, but that is not necessarily defined by it. 46

45 Ana Maria Ochoa, Aurality: Listening and Knowledge in Nineteenth-Century Colombia
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), p.3.
46 Jairo Moreno, “Imperial Aurality: Jazz, the Archive, and U.S. Empire” in Audible Empire:
Music, Global Politics, Critique, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016).
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My notion of archival auralities is modeled on Moreno’s sense that the archive
itself is “coterminous with aurality,” that the two operate within a similar scope and
framework. Speaking about the relationship between imperial and nationalistic jazz
histories in the U.S., he posits that “the archive encompasses a set of permutations of the
relation between remembering and forgetting, and constitutes a recursive and iterative
mechanism for the imperial accumulation of time and space.”47 The practices of
folklorists and song hunters working in the American South in the twentieth century
were fundamentally archival, most frequently motivated by anxious imperatives of
cultural sustainability and sonic preservation. They wanted to capture and accumulate
the fleeting sounds of the Southern black folk. But this was, of course, a Southern black
folk defined by them, framed within the theoretical and methodological boundaries of
folklore at the time. Thus, the archival practices of these researchers are, to borrow from
Moreno, coterminous with their aural technique; the ways in which they listened would
come to dictate their archival methods; that which their singular listenings heard would
be remembered across time, and that which they did not hear could be forgotten. For
Moreno, when music is ‘consigned’ into the archive, it is done so under the condition
that much is forgotten, particularly traces of acquisition. This begs the question, if we
listen against the grain of iconic American folk archives, what might we find that was
forgotten in the scope of time and space as accumulated by the researchers? And
moreover, if contemporary practices reflect an archival aurality that we’ve learned from
these researchers, what are we forgetting as we accumulate our own archives in the name
of heritage practice and discourse?48

Ibid, 139-140.
I am also engaging here with a set of anthropological discussions about archive studies. In a
2012 Annual Review of Anthropology article entitled “Anthropology in and of the Archives:
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Obviously, these questions are couched in decades-old problems with the
institution of American folklore. Much of my own critique is grounded in a broader
criticism of folklore itself, at least as it was conceived of for most of the twentieth
century–a critique that calls into question any and all understandings of the folk as
something that is always, already non-modern. This polarity of folk and modern is
dependent upon temporal constructions of a culture concept that, for many theorists in
recent decades, carry little or no meaning or value.49 In ethnomusicological circles, this
has resulted in at least a partial deconstruction of the very notion of folk music itself.
Philip Bohlman’s 1988 book The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World does not go
so far as to deny the existence of the folk as a legitimate category, but posits a more
expansive, perhaps holistic view of musical folk as agents of creativity in the modern
world, a view that would carry little weight in traditional folkloric studies dependent
upon isolationist, communalist notions of anonymous collectivity. 50
This aligns with similar critiques of anthropology in the late-twentieth century,
particularly highlighting the troubled politics of representation and the idea of ‘the other’
in the act of ethnography. Just as Bohlman’s critique of the folkloric category effectively

Possible Futures and Contingent Pasts. Archives as Anthropological Surrogates,” David Zeitlyn
outlines various ways in which scholars can approach the archive as a subversive instrument,
citing Ann Laura Stoler and Jean and John Comaroff’s efforts to identify and negotiate
positionalities or biases that dwell within archival materials through complementary methods of
reading either ‘along’ or ‘against the grain’ of the archive. David Zeitlyn, “Anthropology in and of
the Archives: Possible Futures and Contingent Pasts. Archives as Anthropological Surrogates,”
Annual Review of Anthropology 41 (2012):464. See Comaroff and Comaroff, 1992 and Stoler,
2002.
49 Theorists and anthropologists working in the post-humanist realm have consistently challenged
the basic assumptions of modernity and pre-modernity in Western civilization, particularly as
relates to our understanding of the relationship of human life to the natural world. See Bruno
Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993).
50 The notion of communalism in folklore studies locates the origins of folkloric practices in
communal activity and development of the proverbial folk, rather than a single virtuosic
innovator. In the folkloric study of music, communalism emphasizes a sense of anonymity in song
writing, music emerges out of a collective, rather than from one singular source.

49

blurs the boundaries between folk and modern, thereby deconstructing the presumed
academic distance between folklorist and folk, anthropologists were blurring the line
between scholar and subject, self and other in important ways. In Time and the Other,
Johannes Fabian presents a meta-critique of anthropological time as a mechanism of
‘othering’ the ethnographic subject. Fabian posits that it is partially through temporality
that the anthropologist distances their subject from themselves. Through what he calls
‘allochronic logic’–the denial of temporal coevalness–the anthropologist places
otherwise contemporary subjects in a position of pastness.51 In this way, contemporary
subjects are framed as pre-modern or for our sake, folkloric, and therefore worthy of
folkloric analysis, despite existing in the same time as the researcher.52 For folklorists,
Fabian’s allochronic logic sets up an illogical tension between past and present whereby
a musical object can be, we might say, both the beginning and the end, a temporal fissure
that allows a music like the blues to be constitutive of both a root source and a marker of
modernity, all at the precipice of obsolescence.
These progressive deconstructions of the folkloric culture concept made their way
into a strain of revisionist American music scholarship that similarly critiques the
isolationist othering of the folk, particularly as a raced polarity with white popular
culture. Karl Hagstrom Miller has offered the notion of a ‘folkloric paradigm,’ which he
argues animated and dictated regimes of authenticity in the early days of recorded
music. As Miller notes, folklore has long “located authenticity in isolation from modern
life and modern media.” Here, isolation is temporal, but also geographic and social. As
Hagstrom Miller lays out in his book Segregating Sound: Inventing Folk and Pop Music

See reference to Trouillot in chapter one, n.17.
Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object, fourth edition
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2014).
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in the Age of Jim Crow, this imagined notion of authenticating isolation helped define
the ‘folk’ for emergent listening publics, and in turn segregated Southern music in the
first half of the twentieth century into regional, racialized, temporalized categories. It is
this idea of folkloric isolationism that drew the Lomaxes and others to record
incarcerated singers, for example, seeking black performance that had been cut off from
white culture. As folklorists and blues revivalists began to construct conventional
narratives of blues history, this paradigmatic isolation became an essential trope. This is
why, just we have a notion of the blues that is somehow both archaic and contemporary,
we also have such definitive, guarded boundaries around sub-regional styles like the
Delta blues and the hill country blues, the piedmont blues or the Texas blues, despite the
fact that there was general circulation of people and ideas throughout these regions at
the earliest stages of musical development.
Social and temporal isolation are the functional ways in which twentieth century
folklorists defined their subject, categorizing blues and folk as a socially and historically
emplaced, raced music. The critical turn of archival auralities is the mapping of these
ontological categories onto popular aural method. In a way, I am ultimately building on
Hagstrom Miller’s approach, arguing that today in Mississippi, and perhaps on a broader
scale, a heritage paradigm has taken hold, a similarly formatted regime of cultural value
that drives heritage tourism, but also motivates the listening and musicking practices of
a much wider community of people still invested in nostalgia-based revivalism. Roots
music fandom is partially predicated on the notion that music and culture are practiced,
consumed, sustained, and celebrated on the basis of their connections to the past, their
evocation of memory and nostalgia, and their imminent disappearance; at once
inhabiting the mythical root source of all music as well as the finality of the proverbial
archival catalog; the beginning and the end.
51

Over the years, a public has formed around the practice of listening for archiveworthy evidence of the past, evidence of the sounds of sharecropping, slavery, even
Africa. Contemporary listeners search for sonic artifacts within new music, echoes of
legendary bluesmen in the work of contemporary blues artists, or the sounds of African
drumming in groove-based backwoods juke boogies. What is, perhaps, forgotten in such
a curated accumulation of musical knowledge is that which lies outside the archive, be it
some construction of musical modernity, pop culture, or commercialism. These are the
aural entanglements of musical pasts and presents that motivate this dissertation.
This establishment of folkloric authenticity vis-à-vis temporal, social, or
geographic isolationism, however, represents only one of the functional ideologies of
archival aurality. The ways in which we have learned to listen to the blues as cultural
heritage are also deeply tied to complex notions of race and history that motivate
sociality between musicians and fans, travelers and locals, researchers and research
subjects. Heritage tourism is based on the presumption of cultural intimacies and
imaginaries across differential agencies of mobility and circulation. Blues tourists travel
and listen to those who ostensibly travel less, and in the process imagine a social
intimacy of collective memory that stretches across racial divisions. If we examine the
evolution of folkloric research and the emergence of the folk revival as a cultural
phenomenon through the twentieth century, we see an arc of listening, an aural lineage
that bends towards these assumptions, bends towards the archive, and towards the
contemporary moment of heritage practice. The following pages examine that arc,
discussing the work of Lomax, Ferris, and Mitchell through a lens that speaks directly to
the ways in which their own aural spheres have been mapped onto the listening cultures
of contemporary blues fandom.
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Mapping the Americana Imaginary: Alan Lomax’s Mississippi
Field Trips
Alan Lomax compiled what is perhaps the most substantial and important
collection of folklife artifacts ever assembled. His archives were acquired by the
American Folklife Center in 2004 and are mainly held at the Library of Congress, with
broad and widely available digital holdings managed by his Association for Cultural
Equity, which effectively manages his institutional legacy as well. The archive comprises
ethnographic film, phonographic recordings, photographs, manuscripts, and field notes
taken during countless research trips around the world. His career began in earnest
while enrolled as an undergrad at the University of Texas at Austin in the early 1930s,
accompanying his father, John Lomax, on a quest to expand the Archive of American
Folk Song at the Library of Congress. Early on, Alan would travel with his father
throughout the American South, Southwest, Midwest and Northeast, as well as the
Caribbean, seeking musicians to record whose songs would add value to the archival
project of the Library of Congress. With goals and practices situated firmly in folklore
studies, both men ultimately took on a fantastical, Indiana Jones-like identity,
infamously known as ‘song-hunters’ as much as they were musicologists or folklorists.
A handful of trips to the state of Mississippi sit at the pinnacle of Lomax’s
contributions to the American archive, including his Coahoma County studies in 1941
and 1942, his prison trips in 1947 and 1948, and his famed ‘Southern Journey’ in 1959. It
was during these trips that he recorded some of the most iconic and important blues
musicians of the twentieth century, before they were famous. It was also on these trips
that he traveled to the state penitentiary at Parchman Farm in the Delta to record the
music of incarcerated black Mississippians. In the parlance of the times, and in the eyes
of generations of enthusiasts that followed in his footsteps, these were trips that
produced some of the great musical ‘discoveries’ of the era, a now oft-maligned and
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frequently scare-quoted term that implies a sort of Columbian heroism in this kind of
work. It is perhaps the most frequently problematized trope of this aural legacy that the
moment a white listener with institutional accreditation or commercial access hears a
black musician is ‘discovered.’ Nevertheless, throughout these trips, landmark moments
in the history of American music were documented and invaluable recordings were
made. As such, it is these trips that hold prominence in the collective imagination of
travelers who still journey to the South. It is these trips that map out the romance of the
contemporary Americana pilgrimage for many fans today.

Coahoma County Trips
The Coahoma County field trips of the early 40s were heavily documented and
have been studied at length in a few important contexts. The project began as the
brainchild of Fisk University faculty member John W. Work III, one of the few black
researchers working in this arena to have remained well-known amongst blues
enthusiasts to this day. Work sought to make field recordings in Natchez, Mississippi in
the wake of the tragic 1940 dancehall fire that killed two hundred people. The project
was ultimately funded and subsumed under the banner of the Library of Congress, with
leadership assumed by Lomax, who reshaped the project into a study of the rural area
around Clarksdale. The story of this coup is laid out and discussed at length in Lost Delta
Found: Rediscovering the Fisk University-Library of Congress Coahoma County study,
1941-1942, a collection of official documents and correspondence from the project that
includes a handful of introductions written by the editors Robert Gordon and Bruce
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Nemerov, outlining the politics at play.53 Work wanted to go to Natchez on the one-year
anniversary of the Natchez Burning, thinking that local commemorations would produce
a slew of new musical memorializations; he sought to record what he thought was going
to be novel examples of folkloric expression: “… to the abundance of folklore natural to
the community, a new body of lore is sure to be added… the creation of a tremendous
amount of folk expression.” 54 Whereas Work’s plan was to record new and emerging
practices, Lomax’s aim was to record enduring customs and retentions. He wanted to
survey folkloric tradition in Coahoma County, some two hundred miles north of Natchez
on the river and make preliminary recordings for what was to be “the first (scientific)
field study of negro folk-song in a Mississippi county.”55
Since its publication in 2005, Lost Delta Found has become a standard in more
critical blues studies circles and has normalized the idea that the labor done by Work,
along with sociologist Lewis Wade Johnson and then graduate student Samuel C. Adams
Jr., was significantly undervalued and under-documented by Lomax. The presence of
Fisk University researchers allowed Lomax a certain intimacy that he was otherwise
unable to achieve on his own at that point in the deep South. Work and his colleagues
were fundamentally different listeners from Lomax. Theirs was an aurality less
concerned with Lomax’s archaic and crumbling fascinations and more focused on the
realities of moment.

John Wesley Work III, Samuel C. Adams, Lewis Wade Jones, Lost Delta Found: Rediscovering
the Fisk University-Library of Congress Coahoma County Study, 1941-1942, Robert Gordon and
Bruce Nemerov, eds. (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2005).
54 John Work, project proposal. John Work III Collection, Special Collections, Franklin Library,
Fisk University.
55 Lomax project proposal to Library of Congress administrators, quoted in Library guide. Rob
Cristarella, Todd Harvey, Nathan Salsburg, and Chris Smith “Coahoma County, Mississippi, Field
Trips, 1941-1942: A Guide” Library of Congress Website (2016)
https://www.loc.gov/static/collections/alan-lomax manuscripts/documents/guide_master.pdf
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Work was the only trained musician on the team and an African American who
could give “the help of black scholars to overcome racial suspicion and to
facilitate rapport with informants,” as the Library of Congress guide to the
Coahoma Study put it. Evidence nonetheless suggests that Lomax did not value
Work’s potential contributions to the gathering process, and the two men had a
conflict of musical interest. Lomax was at heart a preservationist and had a
history of recording older music forms, while Work was more interested in
documenting the process whereby newer forms emerged to replace the old.56
Moreover, at the end of the day, as is made clear by Lost Delta Found, the Fisk
University men ‘did the work’ of scholarship, producing lengthy, ultimately unpublished
studies and notes documenting their findings and laying out their analyses, none of
which was done by Lomax. Lomax’s 1993 epic, The Land Where the Blues Began
dramatically recounts his trips to Mississippi, his blues research, and his great
discoveries. It is the paradigmatic exposé of folkloric Columbian blues-hunting heroism.
The three black researchers are never mentioned.57
Aside from being the Library of Congress figurehead for these research projects,
Lomax’s role ultimately became curatorial, raising one of the most widespread criticisms
of his work. He was known to seek out specific sounds, avoiding performances that did
not necessarily contribute to the historical narratives he was trying to convey. Whereas a
researcher like John W. Work went to the field seeking to listen to whatever was there,
whatever the local people had to offer, Lomax was frequently on a specified hunt for
song. “We want to hear your blues,” a common refrain in his preliminary conversations
with singers–conversations that were frequently moderated by plantation overseers or
prison wardens compelling the black singers to record and, perhaps, to ‘give the man
what he wants.’ In this way, the Lomaxian project illustrated a central tenet of
conventional definitions of folklore, and at times misrepresented the musical lives of his

Bruce Nemerov, “Coahoma County Folklore Study,” Mississippi Encyclopedia (online), July 10,
2017, http://mississippiencyclopedia.org/entries/coahoma-county-folklore-study/
57 Lomax, 1993.
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subjects. For Lomax, like so many purists, the blues is narrowly defined, and any
relationality to other genres, particularly contemporary popular genres, was often
eschewed in his archival practice, thus perpetuating an already tired dichotomy of folk
and modern that can easily be dismantled within Lomax’s own archive.
Setting aside these arguments, though, the Coahoma project was a landmark of
American music history for many reasons, and one in particular stands out in the history
of American popular music. What is not revealed in any of the preliminary Library of
Congress literature, is that Lomax was on a specific and now iconic hunt. He sought the
enigmatic figure of Robert Johnson. After conferring with and rerecording Johnson’s
mentor Son House, his search came up short, confirming the news that the obscure but
soon to be iconic blues musician had indeed died just a few years earlier. Instead, he was
directed to seek out one of Johnson’s contemporaries, 29-year-old McKinley
Morganfield. Morganfield would later become a symbol for migratory displacement in
blues music, moving to Chicago, performing under his childhood nickname Muddy
Waters, and spearheading the development of the Chicago blues sound in the 1950s.
Interestingly, it was while conducting archival research for his celebrated biography of
Waters that music writer Robert Gordon discovered the documents that would
ultimately comprise Lost Delta Found. Gordon and Nemerov’s edited volume prods at
Lomax’s canonized archive, laying bare what Jairo Moreno refers to as those ‘traces of
acquisition’ that are so easily forgotten.58
The Coahoma field trip produced one of the great field recordings of blues
history; had Lomax not taken over and insisted on having his way, it’s unlikely that we
would have heard Muddy Waters before he left for Chicago (and possible that he may
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never have gone). But the archive is coterminous with aurality; just as much as the
accumulation of Waters’ expressive genius does little to remember the precarious day-today realities of his life as a sharecropper, it also forgets those new and emerging sounds
that John W. Work was listening for in Natchez. What’s more, Lomax’s own aural
sphere, coterminous as it is with his archival practices, would have us listening back
through Waters to Africa before we would ever listen forward to Chicago. As my
ethnographic research will show, particularly around discussions of genre naming and
the influence of popular styles in contemporary understandings of soul blues and hill
country music, these tensions between looking back and looking forward continue to
drive discourse and debate about what this music is and how and why we celebrate it.

North Mississippi Hill country
These trips also saw Lomax forging a path into the North Mississippi hill country
and making some of his most intriguing and unique recordings, documenting the then
little-known tradition of fife and drum music in the North Mississippi hill country.59 His
earliest documentation of hill country music was reflected in the 1942 recordings of Sid
Hemphill, whom he referred to as the musical patriarch of the region, and whose diverse
musical offerings significantly broadened the scope of rural black music in Mississippi at
the time. Hemphill was a masterful multi-instrumentalist, leading fife and drum
ensembles as well as string bands steeped in the black fiddle and banjo traditions the hill
country. Fife and drum music is a particularly complex tradition, an entanglement of
colonial histories of martial music and deep polyphonies that scholars have tied to
I found some contradictory information about when Lomax’s first trip to the hill country
occurred. There is documentation of travels to Panola County in the ledgers of his field trips, but
the published recordings of Sid Hemphill indicate that they were made at a party in Sledge, which
is closer to Clarksdale, where the Coahoma research was being done. It isn’t completely clear that
he made it all the way to Senatobia in 1942.
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African music. Because of Lomax’s work, as well as the subsequent studies by William
Ferris, David Evans, and George Mitchell, fife and drum music has come to define this
region to this day. Each of these researchers has used this music, uniquely captured in
the North Mississippi hills and the Chattahoochee River valley of West Georgia, to
advance notions of African retention in the historiography of black American music. Fife
and drum music is always the most noted musical feature of the hill country. Seemingly
all discussions of the stylistic sub-genre of hill country blues use fife and drum music as a
referent for the rhythmic and trance-like grooves that define the hill country sound. This
dynamic will be discussed at length in the final chapters of this dissertation.
Lomax would return to the hill country on his Southern Journey trip in 1959 and
make the first recordings of another multi-instrumental patriarchal figure, Otha Turner,
whose grandchildren are acknowledged as the sole practitioners of the fife-and-drum
tradition today. Shardé Thomas, his granddaughter, still holds the family’s annual goat
roast and Memorial Day picnic, once a family tradition that Lomax captured on film in
the 1970s, which has now become a regionally popular blues festival. With hindsight,
perhaps the main focus of the 1959 trip, however, is the recording of Mississippi Fred
McDowell, who would ultimately prove to be a sort of grandfather figure to the hill
country blues community. Lomax and his companion on the trip, English folk singer
Shirley Collins recorded McDowell somewhat reluctantly, scoffing at the suggestion that
they should record anyone so young and popular. In a 2019 documentary film on
McDowell’s life entitled “Shake ‘em on Down,” Collins remembers not wanting to “break
the spell” of Lonnie and Ed Young’s fife and drum music, which had “sounded so
African” with the music of this young blues musician.60 Nevertheless, they did break the

60 Scott Barretta and Joe York, dirs., Shake 'Em On Down: The Blues According to Fred
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spell, and McDowell made his first recordings for Lomax, after which he became a
stalwart of the 1960s blues revival festival circuit. His songs were covered by the likes of
The Rolling Stones and referenced by Led Zeppelin, and he became a kind of blues
mentor to Bonnie Raitt. It was at this time that Lomax’s image as a song hunter was
beginning to seep into the collective consciousness of the blues revival community. In the
ensuing years, more and more young blues fanatics would follow in his footsteps, seeking
out still-living examples of blues lore. Only a handful had the institutional backing to
gain access to those most hard-to-find locales, though: the archaically brutal penal
system of the seemingly lost-to-time Mississippi Delta. It was here that we can observe
some of Lomax’s most provocative and polemical contributions to the discourse on black
cultural life and the relationship between race and folk music in America.

Lomax’s Ear: Formal Africanism and the Dehistoricization of
Black Prisoners
Between 1947 and 1959, Lomax made a series of trips to the Mississippi State
Penitentiary in Parchman and Lambert Counties (these were two locations subsumed
under the single institution known as Parchman Farm). The facility at Parchman, along
with the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola, and a handful of other carceral
locations, was already a regular destination for music researchers during this time.
Lomax first visited these farms with his father John Lomax, and subsequent researchers
followed, including Ferris. Parchman was paradigmatic of the reality, espoused by the
Lomaxes, that penal incarceration in the early to mid-twentieth century was effectively
an extension of plantation slavery. Inmates were forced to perform agricultural and
otherwise menial labor under harsh and inhumane conditions that could barely be
discerned from those of chattel slavery. The inmates’ forced exile from society was seen
as tantamount to the social death of slavery, an isolation from the outside world that
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drew researchers like the Lomaxes, who saw the potential for an authentic black culture
to have thrived behind bars, unsullied by contemporary culture, radio, or any degree of
white cultural dominance. In this setting, researchers thought they may be able to
compare the musical practices of black inmates more closely to the musical practices of
slaves, if not African cultures, where the functional relationship between music and labor
had already been so thoroughly documented. Lomax’s analyses of the music he recorded
at Parchman frequently engaged with Herskovitzian theories of retention, following
decades of folkloric epistemology. He relied heavily on conventional notions of cultural
isolationism to understand carceral music as a functional communalist practice.
The Parchman recordings have received some renewed interest of late, in part
due to a highly acclaimed 2014 reissue by Atlanta-based record label Dust-to-Digital,
known for producing exquisite box set collections of archival works.61 Collections like
these can be critical to sustaining knowledge and awareness of cultural tradition in the
collective consciousness of listeners and fans, but insomuch as archival knowledge is
projected across time, so too are those auralities that undergird archival practice in the
moment of accumulation. By Lomax’s listening, the collected recordings include blues,
spiritual singing, and work songs sung by prisoners during work and downtime. Perhaps
most immediately, they reveal a critical, tactile relationship between musical structure
and the technical acts of physical labor being performed. Each of the three representative
genres reflects a specific musical form and function for the musicians. There are solo and
ensemble vocal tracks, some fully unaccompanied, some featuring guitar and/or
harmonica, and some with rhythmic structure and texture created by the percussive
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sound of the work that the music is meant to accompany. This is the case with the work
songs, wherein sung lines are often spaced and divided into phrased units by the chunk
of an axe on wood or a hoe digging into the earth. This collective practice organized the
act of labor as a means of safety and productivity; if each singer swung his axe in rhythm,
at the same time, injury became less probable and no one worker could fall behind in the
task.
Significantly less rhythmically structured, field hollers are sung by solo
unaccompanied voices and reflect a more personal expression, usually of grief, fear, or
the desire for freedom. In a short interview following his performance of a holler entitled
“The Lucky Song” (track one, disc two), inmate Floyd Batts explains that these are often
sung while working in the field “near quitting time… when I get worried about home.”
Hollers are often rhythmically and metrically fluid, lacking much structure outside of the
basic statement of narrative and melodic ideas. The juxtaposition of these seemingly
rudimentary work songs and hollers alongside fully realized blues forms, composed 12bar or modified 16-bar song structures accompanied by guitar and/or harmonica,
effectively accomplishes Lomax’s goal of drawing a historiographical line between these
forms. Indeed, with the exception of markers like song structure and the sonic presence
of work itself, the generic borders between these three forms can often become quite
blurry. That is, field hollers in particular contain a significant measure of those stylistic
signifiers that would soon come to be known as ‘bluesy,’ particularly reflecting the basic
tonalities and performance practices of the blues as the genre was becoming
internationally known. The songs themselves are largely traditional performances
borrowing from a widely known repertoire of work songs such as “Rosie” and “Dollar
Mamie.” There are also work and holler settings of folk standards like “Stackalee” and
“John Henry,” well-known blues songs like “Big Road Blues,” new blues compositions
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built around common tropes of the form, and some scant religious material. Taken as a
whole, the collection presents the blues of the inmates right alongside what Lomax
understood to be historical precursors to the genre, an idyllic representation of the
ahistorical cultural isolationism that undergirded his pursuit of song.
In many ways, Lomax was magnanimous and driven by egalitarian, and at times,
leftist socio-cultural ideals. As folklorist Patrick Mullen noted in his 2008 study of
folklore and race in America entitled The Man who Adores the Negro, Alan Lomax is
often unfairly conflated with his father John Lomax, who was a segregationist and “in
many ways still a nineteenth century Southern conservative on race issues… [while] Alan
was a twentieth century leftist liberal.”62 Alan’s left-leaning politics were manifest in his
work, which was always tinged with a class-conscious Marxian critique, as well as a
Freudian sexual subtext (which he did not always explicitly identify, but was nearconstantly present in his own rhetoric). He was, of course, a product of his time, and as
such, his approach to writing about race and culture was in-line with the tendencies of
liberal scholars of his era who spoke to an understanding of ‘the folk’ as a monolithic
structure that was universally legible. As he examined black life in the South in the earlyto-mid-twentieth century, he began to associate that monolithic structure essentially and
authentically with a set of ideals of blackness that would be unacceptable in modern
discourse, and criticisms of Lomax’s work over the years all ultimately arrive at this
point. Because of the scope of his career, as well as his primacy in the canon of American
folklore studies, the nature of those criticisms serve as guideposts for the evolving socioethical concerns surrounding the pursuit of ethnographic knowledge, the crisis of
representation, and ultimately, the relationship between the idea of the ‘folk’ and the
Patrick B. Mullen, The Man who Adores the Negro Race and American Folklore (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2008), 81.
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idea of blackness in America, particularly the American South. They are also telling of
the ways in which his aural project has endured across time.
Mullen notes that Lomax is “perhaps the best example of how Africanist
constructions lead to larger concepts of American identity.”63 Here, he evokes Toni
Morrison’s mobilization of “Africanisms” in literary theory. For Morrison, Africanisms
are not only the raw material of retentions carried from the African continent by the
Atlantic slave trade. Over time, Africanisms have become “the denotative and
connotative blackness that African peoples have come to signify, as well as the entire
range of views, assumptions, readings, and misreadings that accompany Eurocentric
learning about these people.”64 For Mullen and others, including Jeff Todd Titon and
Benjamin Filene, Lomax created in his work a particular ‘Africanist persona,’ which, to
again evoke Morrison, was “an astonishing revelation of longing, of terror, of perplexity,
of shame, of magnanimity.”65 His archive falls squarely in a Eurocentric (or, to borrow
his own words, “Southern Protestant colonial”) knowledge project of determinative
authenticity defined by the quest for the purest expression of black tradition available.
For the Lomaxes, it is in prisons, where black prisoners like Lead Belly were assured to
have been kept safe from contact with whites and their sullying pop culture, that the
purest, most authentic black folk expression endured. As such, for both Lomaxes,
incarcerated peoples sounded culturally more black than non-incarcerated peoples.
Despite Lomax’s outspoken personal politics on race and social class, this is clearly a way
of listening that is couched in the imperatives of representational primitivism. The
essentialized criminality of blackness was a trend that was certainly not inaugurated by
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the Lomaxes, but one that their work undoubtedly perpetuated and mapped onto aural
practices for generations to come.
For John Lomax, the black prisoner was the absolute representation of the black
Other. He spoke of his most iconic interlocutor: “Lead Belly is a nigger to the core of his
being. In addition he is a killer. He tells the truth only accidentally… He is as sensual as a
goat, and when he sings to me my spine tingles and sometimes tears come.”66 While to a
certain extent, Alan was likely impacted by the racial predispositions of his father (the
same sexual undertones that mark this quote, for example, appear from time to time in
Alan’s writing, if slightly more veiled), ultimately, he articulated the power of the music
of the convicts for his project in a considerably more nuanced fashion. For him,
recording and listening were productive ways of mediating the problems of freedom in
American culture. Alan characterized the black singing of Parchman Farm in The Land
Where the Blues Began: “In the burning hell of the penitentiaries, the old comforting,
healing, communal spirit of African singing cooled the souls of the toiling, sweating
prisoners and made them, as long as the singing lasted, consolingly and powerfully one.
This habit of group singing throughout all activities is the very core of African
tradition.”67
Alan’s rhetoric on the convicts’ music is obviously more palatable than his
father’s, but it also represents a central problematic in his work. The idea of African
American group singing was one that, for Alan, connected the struggles of inmates to
those of slaves, and ultimately to those of Africans tending land and working on the
continent before coming to the new world (i.e., retentions). By functionally and aurally
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linking this tradition to African heritage, Lomax actually ends up placing these
expressions outside of the scope of history, in a sort of “dehistoricizing allegory.”68
Instead of allowing for the potentiality of relational discoveries and assertions, history is
foreclosed upon. By hearing black convicts tap into the ritual, spiritual power of African
song, Lomax’s mode of listening seems to allow little possibility for change in the
cultures of African descendants. As such, he is characterized, academically, as a
functionalist (functionalism couched in racialized ontologies), making sweeping,
ahistorical statements that imply an idealized and exceptionally romanticized AfricanAmericanness without temporal consideration and openness to black sonic change.
This becomes paradoxical when we consider Lomax’s role in the folk revival and
his investment in the climate of social change in American politics. As Mullen has noted,
“Alan Lomax was in many ways the prototypical folk revivalist: he helped invent the folk
in America with an emphasis on black folk who became emblematic of political ideas that
were contrasted to entrenched white European-American politics.”69 This was the ideal
that undergirded the political agenda of revivalism; employing the aesthetics of folklife
towards the construction of a new liberal American political identity. Unfortunately, as
Robert Cantwell noted in his critique of revivalism, “The invention of a folk is historically
allied to the larger collective project of inventing the black Other and of assigning the
cultural indicators within which the black social being remains circumscribed and
controlled.”70 This concern speaks to all of the fundamental critiques of Lomax’s work,
epistemological, political, or aural.
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At its core, the ahistoricism of Lomax’s functionalist approach cannot be
reconciled with his leftist agenda; a mythic, monolithic timeless listening for African
culture cannot fit within his demands for political change for black people.71 The
invention of the black Other, the unfortunate and overwhelming byproduct of the
Lomaxian project, contributes to the dehistoricizing allegory that is African
functionalism, and results in the construction of a black southern identity with little or
no historical grounding, less evocative of cultural and communal memory than of the
Africanist ideals of then-current academia. Lomax’s contributions to the American
archive are invaluable. His impact on the emergent functional auralities of the
Americana roots music community was singular. His field trips are road maps and his
image a paradigmatic ethos for tourists and blues enthusiasts. Aurally, we learned to
listen for his evidence, and to situate what we hear within a dehistoricized dichotomy
between folk and modern that, by the later part of the twentieth century, held very little
functional meaning. It is this dichotomy that ensuing generations of researchers would
begin to chip away at, despite retaining many of the fundamental aural methodologies
inherited from Lomax.

Work From Home: William Ferris’ Community Documentary
Following immediately in Lomax’s footsteps and crediting him as both an
influence, and ultimately a mentor, was William Ferris, a Mississippi-born folklorist who
conducted field research throughout the state. Trained at the University of Pennsylvania,
Ferris has enjoyed one of the most decorated careers in American folklore. After
founding the Center for Southern Folklore in Memphis and the Center for the Study of
Southern Culture at the University of Mississippi, Ferris was nominated by President Bill
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Clinton to chair the National Endowment for the Humanities. He later directed the
Center for the Study of the American South at University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill. Ferris’ work reflects two important transitions in folkloric research in the second
half of the twentieth century; first, a tacit but audible open-mindedness to the immanent
relationality between folk traditions and popular or commercial forms that eschewed the
traditional polarity of folk and modern; second, and perhaps more prescient of emergent
communities of blues and Americana fandom, an altogether non-tacit, sometimes
overstated framing of his research as a bridge between the races, a pathway to racial
understanding and a starting point for reconciliation. Lomax famously broke with his
father on political issues, aligning himself with leftist ideologies that motivated his work.
But in Ferris we begin to see the seeds of a newly emerging civic mythology of interracial
aurality, a sense that the act of listening to and celebrating black music constitutes real,
material progress towards racial reconciliation.
Much like Lomax, Ferris’ work is currently enjoying a celebratory moment, owing
in part to a recently curated collection of his work in 1960s and 70s Mississippi. The
2018 collection, Voices of Mississippi: Artists and Musicians Documented by William
Ferris, was also released by Dust-to-Digital, and has enjoyed widespread popularity.72
Ferris’ and Lomax’s archives are immanently linked, both geographically and
ideologically. Like Lomax, Ferris’ recordings reflected a small but illustrative cross
section of folkloric Americana with an emphasis on rural black life. He collected
examples of field hollers and work songs; proto-blues forms, conventional and modern
blues styles; spoken word toasts and folk tales; spirituals, sanctified church music and
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traditional sacred song; folk balladry, fiddle music, and so on. Like Lomax, Ferris worked
primarily towards the goal of preservation and sustainability. He often bemoaned the
looming disappearance of customs and traditions, seeking to preserve and present his
findings as folkloric artifact and evidence. Importantly, his recordings evoke a set of
broader aural methods that mark a new generation of researchers working in Lomax’s
wake. The assemblage of musical practice that he recorded was still understood as
definitively black and Southern and folk, but they increasingly begged the question of
how and why we define and use these words as such, and how our listenings form around
these imperatives.
The musicians Ferris recorded reflect a network of ethnographic connections and
contacts that he built from his early days growing up on his family’s farm twenty miles
Southeast of Vicksburg, in the Mississippi Delta. The Ferris farm, known as Broadacres,
was also home to a small community of black families who lived and worked on the land.
The nature of this living arrangement is not exactly clear.73 The oppressive
sharecropping system that had predominated the region since the end of Reconstruction
was mostly defunct by the time Ferris was a young boy, and all indications point to a
generally convivial, if not familial, relationship between the Ferris family and their black
residents. But the facts of white landownership and black labor in the rural south
position Ferris and his work in an important way that ought not to be overlooked. The
relationships he remembers with this community were formative to his ethnographic
life; they provided social connections to the community, but they also inspired the
essence of his work as it is celebrated. Where Lomax and others of his generation were

As I discuss in the next few pages, throughout Ferris’ written literature he invokes his family’s
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from the Ferris family, or if some other kind of relationship is present. Given the very recent
history of sharecropping at the time, this would seem to be a pressing issue.
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largely concerned with tracing roots and uncovering evidence of historiographical fact by
isolating musical examples, Ferris’ simple goal was to listen to the voices around him, or
in the parlance of current ethnographic trends, to amplify those voices that would
otherwise go unheard.74
Like Lomax, Ferris largely recorded musicians in hard-to-reach rural areas and
small Delta and hill country towns who were mostly unknown outside of their
communities. The few exceptions included a handful of artists who had previously
recorded commercially, and some who had gained wider recognition after other
researchers recorded them, such as Fred McDowell. His recordings range widely in
performance practice and style, from fully composed, professional-quality blues
examples performed by Son Thomas and McDowell, to seemingly rudimentary
traditions, such as performances by Louis Dotson of Lorman, Mississippi, whose Coke
bottle blowing is likened to pan pipes, and whose single string ‘guitar’ nailed to the front
wall of his home is frequently compared to African bow traditions. We hear instrumental
fiddle music in Tom Dumas’ “Cotton Eyed Joe;” a capella interpretations of popular R&B
songs by singers like Walter Lee Hood, an inmate at Parchman; and a rare example of
cantefable, or sung story, sung and performed with guitar accompaniment by the
songster Scott Dunbar. He also recorded congregational song widely across different
black religious sects–the sanctified music of the Church of God in Christ in Clarksdale,
Mississippi, traditional hymnody, gospel quartet, and more. He worked extensively with
Fannie Bell Chapman, a charismatic faith healer from Centerville, Mississippi whose
recordings of her own gospel compositions are well known amongst folk gospel
enthusiasts. He collected many now well-known recordings at the Rose Hill Church,

74 This sentiment permeates the introductory material for the Dust-to-Digital release, much of
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located less than a mile from his childhood home where the black families that lived on
his family’s land attended services.
These examples of church singing by musicians who lived on his family’s
property, whom he grew up knowing and listening to, punctuate many of the productive
tensions that seem to define Ferris as a person and as a researcher; tensions between his
privileged upbringing and education and his personal connection to the idiosyncratic
quirk of Southern folkways; between celebrating the quaint and weird rural America and
acknowledging the raw precarities of black life in the rural South. To this end, his
documentary writing embodies a certain anthropological intimacy that was largely
absent from Lomax’s work. Ferris is fundamentally invested in the communities that he
recorded in a way that previous generations of researchers were not. Such an intimacy
adds great value to this work, but it also constitutes the beginnings of a trope that has
come to not only define blues research but, I would argue, has also helped to shape the
cultural imaginaries of contemporary heritage celebration around Americana roots
music culture. Throughout Ferris’ writing, he consistently emphasizes the value of his
research as a pathway to racial understanding, “a bridge that connected me to the black
community.” Studying, understanding and listening to black voices is, for him, a way of
connecting with black life. In the introduction to a career-spanning interview collection
entitled Give My Poor Heart Ease, Ferris explains:
…the voices I heard as a child always remained in my ear. They were like teachers
who led me as a white person to embrace black culture. These voices were the
beacon that led me into a territory that was forbidden, sometimes dangerous, yet
intimately interwoven with my own life. Barred by segregation from entering
these worlds, I went against the grain as I embraced the rich stories that follow. 75
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Genuine as these sentiments may have been, and notably progressive in a moment when,
by Ferris’ account, doing any work across racial boundaries was dangerous territory, they
betray a bit of subtle self-praise that unfortunately projects the burden of progress onto
the black community, who are seen as teachers and mentors guiding white listeners out
of the shadow of the Jim Crow South.
In this way, Ferris’ archive is a document not only of the musical experiences he
encountered, but also, and perhaps more importantly to him, a document of a white
listener’s evolving perception of black culture and the black community around him. This
mechanism of documentation has been written into the history of American popular
music and the history of Americana listening ever since, amounting to the accumulated
soundtrack of what white people think of black people across time and space. Such an
interracial use-value within the archive becomes fundamental to the notion of archival
auralities as we move through the civil rights era and the travels of folklorists and blues
revivalists are compared to the travels of activists throughout the south.76 As we listen to
black sounds recorded in segregated spaces by white researchers, inasmuch as these
recordings’ value reflects the ‘discovery’ at the ears of a novel white listenership, it also
reflects the evolving socialities of a racialized fan base, the emergent cultural imaginaries
of interracial musicking. His research constituted a kind of social mobility that has been
celebrated and imitated by white fans who travel to experience the blues in rural spaces.
Ferris details the ways he built rapport with black musicians and communities that he
wanted to document:
I broke racial taboos that were ingrained in the lives of white and black
southerners from childhood. When blacks saw that I was willing to break
The trope of revivalists and folklorists as activists, or at least likening the dangers of research to
the dangers of, for example, registering black voters in the South, has become pervasive over the
years. See discussion of the film Two Trains Runnin in prologue.
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traditional taboos to be a part of their lives, they accepted the integrity of my
work and did everything possible to assist me. I felt I became a friend rather than
a ‘white man’ and was often called ‘soul brother’…77
As I discuss throughout this document, this description of the experience of
crossing the racial threshold, of acceptance in the eyes of black musicians in black spaces
is played out extensively and exactly in the fantasies of tourists passing through the state
today. The idealistic, perhaps fantastical, potentiality of racial reconciliation as a
byproduct of interracial musical experiences is central to the politically expedient civic
mythology of contemporary heritage discourse and practice. This, too, is at least in part
an affective mechanism of the auralities that undergird this musical lineage. Since the
1960s, white fans have been listening to black music ostensibly as a form of race work, a
means of understanding their black neighbors, or perhaps signaling an already virtuous
positionality with respect to race and racism. To at least some extent, these legends of
folklorists entering into rural black Southern spaces serve that narrative in its nascent
stages. It is here, in the archival documentation of these moments, that we began to learn
to listen for a form of social progress and racial reconciliation. This began with the
central imperative of Ferris’ project, to simply listen to and amplify the voices he
encountered.

Ferris’ Ear: Expanding the Folkloric Paradigm
From his earliest studies, Ferris was invested in understanding not only the
rooted, fleeting traditions of the past, but also the ways in which blues music was
progressing and evolving into new stylistic realms. His 1967 dissertation, later published
in monograph form as Blues From the Delta, does just this, examining the traditions of
the Delta while understanding the blues as an “uninterrupted” musical tradition carried
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into the contemporary moment. In it, and throughout his body of work, he gives as much
historical credence to obscure folk legends like Son Thomas as he does to B.B. King, a
then contemporary star whom most folklorists would make little space for. Whereas
Lomax’s work would so frequently privilege the archaic sounds of the past, Ferris’
archival practices retained popular and contemporary songs and styles. Ultimately, this
approach begat an expansive and diverse recording profile. Ferris’ work reveals aural
and archival methods that were as open to the relational qualities of musical style as
Lomax’s isolationist approach was closed. Indeed, Ferris’ body of work is exceptional in
the extent to which it lays bare the close relationship that ‘folk cultures’ in the American
South have and have always had with popular and commercial culture, belying notions of
folkloric isolationism.
Ferris was rarely concerned with capturing the fleeting sounds of the past
trapped in the current moment. Rather, he enthusiastically recorded music as, to quote
his colleague David Evans, “a contemporary expression,” accurately capturing the social
and cultural contexts of the music in the moment.78 This is in part due to his dismissal of
selective curation of the archive and of the ethnographic moment, and his critical
dismantling of generic boundaries. His archive is littered with field recordings of pop
forms that we’ve come to assume the Lomaxes would never have kept. Where Lomax
encouraged the performance of certain generic ideals by his subjects, or physically
engineered performance contexts for recording purposes, Ferris’ recordings rarely
construct boundaries between different musical forms and the communities that
performed them, and seemingly never went beyond the act of capturing the moment at
David Evans is a folklorist who also did research in the region and has published widely on the
musical traditions of the hill country. Trained at UCLA in the 1960s, Evans spent most of his
career teaching at University of Memphis and has been a mainstay in the local community in the
Hill country. He also ran the label High Water Records, which produce recordings by many hill
country artists, pre-dating Fat Possum. He could have easily been included in this chapter.
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hand. Like Lomax, he recorded at Parchman, but he did not set microphones up in front
of makeshift worksites to record the sounds of work-gang labor. Rather he focused on
the eloquent, spellbinding soulfulness of Walter Lee Hood’s high tenor and the ensemble
gospel singing he did with his fellow inmates. He welcomed signs of modernity, crosscultural exchange, and the benefits of education and contact with contemporary popular
culture amongst the musicians he recorded. This represents, perhaps, a more genuine
attempt to listen to the black southern folk, insomuch as that construction was still a
viable category of American life in the second half of the twentieth century.
These were valuable steps in the evolution of folkloric research that foretold
decades of theoretical evolution in the fields of folklore and anthropology, where
essentialized notions of the anthropological other would soon be increasingly
deconstructed. But despite Ferris’ then unique openness to change and evolution, he is
still a folklorist, and as such his work does retain a bias against at least some
construction of modernity, without which conventional folklore has little grounding.
Ferris collaborated with filmmakers Bertrand Tavernier and Robert Parrish in their 1983
French documentary film “Mississippi Blues,” which follows the now clichéd cinematic
form of the Lomax ‘Southern Journey’ blues quest. Speaking fluent French in
conversation with Tavernier, Ferris speaks anxiously about the notion of progress in the
American South. He is speaking about the rise of capitalistic commercial consumption in
the 1980s, but as Tavernier implies, the underlying ideologies set in the context of a film
about rural black musicking are at least a little concerning.
Tavernier: What dangers face the south today?
Ferris: There’s a strong influence that menaces culture, family, religious
traditions, and identification with the land. There are more and more folks in love
with progress. And progress means forgetting the past. Losing your roots to a
fast-food culture. Small restaurants are vanishing as are family values.
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Tavernier: But doesn’t holding onto the past mean being somewhat conservative?
Ferris: Yes, but I think there can be a balance between culture and progress.
Folks, kids, should know their roots so that when things start to change they’ll
remember their history and hold onto their culture. You need that for a culture to
really be a culture. Otherwise, you lose your identity, like in other parts of the
U.S.79
By some metrics, there is, of course, a grain of truth in Ferris’ words here. But as much as
anyone, black or white, may desire the sustainability of tradition, no one could observe
the poverty, inequities, and precarities of the North Mississippi hills and bemoan
‘progress,’ by nearly any definition, as the most notable danger to the South today.
In an essay entitled “The Long and Patient Listening of William Ferris” that
accompanies the Voices of Mississippi release, Tom Rankin celebrates Ferris’ willingness
to simply listen to his interlocutors, to let them speak and tell stories without the
obstruction of academic directives or overly curative inquiry. Unlike Lomax, Ferris
allowed his subjects to speak freely, to unravel their stories, Rankin says, simply with
“the act of being there, the patience of his considered listening.” Rankin ends his essay by
referencing one of the more provocative moments in the collection. In an interview with
the Delta blues musician Son Thomas conducted in a cemetery at Yale, where Ferris had
brought Thomas to perform, Ferris asks Thomas if he thinks anyone will “remember us.”
Thomas’ response evokes issues of class and race that have shaped his experiences over
the years and pulls the veil back on one of the central questions surrounding the work of
researchers like Ferris and Lomax. He says, “They might remember you, not me.”
So much of the American music archive has been built around recordings of
little-known, if not anonymous, and often impoverished black artists made by white
scholars who would become giants of their field, garnering centennial celebrations,
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presidential appointments, and Grammy awards. Research accolades are not necessarily
unwarranted, particularly in the case of Lomax and Ferris. Music fans and academics are
indebted to the work they did in preserving and presenting this music, so much of which
would have gone unknown to the broader listening public had they not made these
recordings. But, as we analyze the sustained value of the documents they made, and the
importance of these sounds to our constructions of what it means, aurally and culturally,
to be American, we should focus on the tensions that emerge; tensions between the
celebration of scholarship and the recognition of communities where the scholarship was
conducted; tensions between progress and tradition. While these recordings preserve the
sounds of the black Southern folk as listened to by scholars, their archival positionality
reflects the realities of racial and class injustice and violence that marked the lives of so
many of these musicians and artists, and that continue to affect these communities
today. Ferris was more aurally attuned to this than Lomax, but the notion of progress
that he celebrated was more to do with a progressive whiteness than substantive racial
uplift. These issues are fundamentally archival, and within the scope of the archive,
fundamentally aural.
Ferris celebrates Lomax, listing him as a mentor and his work as an inspiration,
and the centrality of Lomax’s career to the institutions of folklore and music studies
broadly construed cannot be overstated. Ferris’ archive avoids many of the ideological
pitfalls of the Lomaxian era, but his work is not immune to the same critical framing we
employ to understand Lomax’s legacy. Where Lomax built a career around documenting
evidence of retention, mapping sonic pathways back in time, Ferris was fundamentally
concerned with a seemingly more democratic amplification of otherwise unheard voices,
a privileging of listening over analysis. In this respect, it can be argued that his aural and
archival approach was more attuned to the voices he recorded. But the overarching value
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of Ferris’ archival is firmly couched in the neo-liberal mythos of interracial mobilities
and reconciliation, and retains the spirit of temporal, folkloric romance. Just as he
walked the line between presenting this musical material as contemporary expression
and historical artifact, mapping out the juxtapositions of traditional practice and the
influence of popular culture, he also walked the line between an outsider studying the
anthropological, folkloric Other and a neighbor with a deep sentimental interest in the
adjacent community’s ways of life. Not unlike the blues revivalists working around the
same time, his work revealed a presumed intimacy with these musicians that remains a
point of pride for white blues fans, and a crux of the auralities of our listening culture.

George Mitchell’s Ear: Remapping the Folkloric Paradigm as
Touristic Vector
The reach of scholarly discourse and institutional archives into the realm of
popular culture has always been inconsistent, particularly in the pre-internet world in
which these scholars worked. Folklorists of the 1960s who were hungry for the access
and agency enjoyed by the Lomaxes lamented what were then largely inaccessible
holdings in the Archive of American Folk Song.80 Collections were released by the
Library of Congress, but these were limited and not necessarily easy to come by at the
time. The conduit between this lineage of folklore scholarship and the wider listening
public ran, in part, through a generation of blues and folk revivalists, a cultural
movement obsessed with reviving traditional sounds, which would ultimately retain an
outsized impact on popular music in the United States and the United Kingdom
throughout the mid-twentieth century. With respect to listening practices and archival
methods, the activities of mid-century folklorists and folk revivalists are virtually
indistinguishable; they were seeking the same materials, listening to them with the same
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set of pre-conceived ideologies, and documenting them in similar ways. The leading
figures of the blues and folk revival were simply working in areas that had more contact
with the general public than did scholars of folklore. Accordingly, they advocated for
traditional sounds within the recording industry, live music promotion, and in more
journalistic forms of documentation, rather than just the institutional archive.
While Lomax, Ferris, and Memphis folklorist David Evans are responsible for
gathering much of the archival material that documents the traditions of North
Mississippi, the recordings and photographs captured by journalist and blues revivalist
George Mitchell have come to establish a very specific aural lore for blues fans who
celebrate the sounds of this region, particularly in the hill country. Mitchell worked at
the same time as Ferris, but he was not a folklorist, he was younger and had no academic
backing. Primarily a journalist with a deep enthusiasm for documenting the American
South, his work reflects the image of the folklorist as it began to morph into the
contemporary fan, mapping the mobilities and agencies of the researcher onto cultural
tourism and carrying the legacy of folkloric paradigms and archival auralities into the
general listening public. His way of listening to and understanding the music he
encountered in Mississippi was not particularly unique from Ferris. With the right
graduate degrees, his work would sit firmly in the field of folklore studies in the 1960s.
His documentation ultimately would be released and widely listened to, but the image of
a traveler like Mitchell, who simply woke up one morning (as a 17-year-old, no less) and
decided to drive to Memphis and see if he could find Furry Lewis, would embolden
contemporary blues travelers for generations.
The blues revival of the 1960s was an offshoot of the longer folk revival that had
been going on for decades. Couched in romantic notions of the folk, the trend of
revivalism sought to save dying, isolated cultural traditions from the grips of obscurity, if
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not extinction, by reviving the popularity of artists and traditions seemingly lost to time.
Beginning with a small community of record collectors (its most well-known members
often referred to as blues mafioso) who obsessively sought out obscure blues and jazz 78s
from the race records period, blues revivalism morphed into a culture unto its own. By
the 1960s, the most enterprising record collectors would start reissue labels, putting out
compilations of early blues tracks that still populate record store bins today (and are
now, themselves, rare and valuable). Some revivalists set out on Lomaxian journeys into
the south seeking out their blues heroes, finding them in hospital rooms or nursing
homes and compelling them to perform after decades of inaction. Many of these artists
would be rerecorded, revamping records they made in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s, and
learning new (but always old) material that would play to the preferences of a novel
listening public. This listening public, a new and wildly different generation of young
white fans who would flock to blues and folk festivals throughout the 1960s to worship
these nearly lost giants of the blues form, have now aged and still attend the festivals that
occupy the remainder of this dissertation. Indeed, in documentary films, books, liner
notes, and magazine articles, tales of travelers braving the deep south to suss out the
great bluesmen and bring them back into the national listening consciousness have
occupied the collective imaginary of blues fandom ever since, casting revivalists in the
same intrepid Indiana Jones song hunter image as the great Lomaxes.
Trained primarily as a journalist, however, writer and photographer George
Mitchell’s travels are rarely cast in Columbian heroism. His own self-image lacks the
archetypal proverb of more famous blues voyagers and myth makers. Animated
fundamentally by a revivalist enthusiasm to keep the blues alive (to borrow a phrase that
remains pervasive in Mississippi today), he did not do his work under the auspices of any
scientific rubric. The body of recordings he collected is among the most eccentric of those
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recorded in the second half of the twentieth century, owing largely to his
undiscriminating curiosity, his ability to endear himself in rural communities, and of
course, dumb luck. Like Ferris, the artists that he chose to record do not parse the
authenticity of the folk against an evanescent pop; they revel in the friction that the
coexistence of these seemingly diametric poles produces, the fundamental fluidities and
dualities of these musics. His first trip was, indeed, taken at the age of 17, driving to
Memphis with a buddy in search of the artists they had read about in Sam Charter’s
landmark study, The Country Blues.”81 They succeeded, and a now-legendary image of
Mitchell, a suburban Atlanta high schooler, hanging out in Will Shade’s two-bedroom
Memphis apartment with Furry Lewis and Gus Cannon was born, and lives on in the
collective consciousness of blues fans who dream of such an experience. A half decade or
so later, in 1967, Mitchell and his wife would travel through the North Mississippi hill
country while he was on summer break as an undergrad at the University of Minnesota.
On that trip they would make many now famous recordings of hill country musicians
that would help to solidify the region as a unique musical culture in the mind’s ear of the
listening public.
Mitchell’s work walks the thin line between folklore and blues revivalism, and his
community of colleagues reflects that. He was inspired by Charters, one of the first
prolific writers of the revivalist community, who made some of the most famous
recordings of Lightnin’ Hopkins in Texas and whose book and accompanying LP,
“Country Blues,” was perhaps as influential on the subsequent generation of young
revivalists as Lomax himself. When Mitchell set out on his journey, he reached out to
Pete Welding, founder of Testament Records and another major figure in the revival,
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who put him in touch with David Evans, then a graduate student in the folklore
department at UCLA who was also preparing to take a field trip to the hill country. Evans
told Mitchell where to go and who to look for. Not unlike Charters, Mitchell’s work spoke
to the institution of folklore because he did attempt to portray a picture of life in the
communities he documented. His photographs of the hill country convey those tensions
between precarity and celebration that constitute a conventional notion of the blues
ethos. While the blues revival community would ultimately become responsible for the
most vehement safeguarding of regimes of authenticity, Mitchell’s aural practices are
more akin to Ferris in his seemingly democratic willingness to record whatever he
encountered and ‘just listen.’ Perhaps this speaks the sustained relevance of these men’s
archival materials across generations of listeners.
Ultimately, Mitchell would collect field recordings throughout the North
Mississippi Hill country and upper-Delta, and in the Chattahoochee River valley, near
his home in Columbus, Georgia from the 1960s through the 1980s. Much of his work has
been reissued by Fat Possum records and their subsidiary, Big Legal Mess. Mitchell’s
tales of happenstance encounters with greats like Fred McDowell, who was famously
working at the Stuckey’s gas station in Como, Mississippi that Mitchell pulled up to
hoping to inquire as to the whereabouts of blues great Fred McDowell, are exactly the
kinds of legends that occupy the touristic imaginary of blues fans today. “You’re looking
at him,” McDowell quipped. The next night Mitchell would make new recordings of
McDowell as a roomful of his friends and family partied and danced. These included
Otha Turner, Rosa Lee Hill and a then-unrecorded Jessie Mae Hemphill, all of whom he
would eventually record, and all of whom have come to define the hill country sound.
Near the end of the night, in a seemingly divine moment of blues providence, Otha
Turner would famously sit down next to Mitchell and tell him, “If you want a man who
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can flat lay down the blues, I know who that be,” and give him directions to the “crackershanty” that R.L. Burnside lived in. Today, the vision of Otha Turner reclining on Fred
McDowell’s front porch and volunteering information about a young R.L. Burnside to a
white college student on a summer break road trip is like a fantastical advertisement for
Mississippi blues tourism.
Throughout the 1960s, revivalists like Mitchell spread out across the rural South
and documented experiences just like these, uncovering and preserving the underground
sounds of the region just as folklorists had been doing for decades. The impetus for these
research trips-cum-Americana spirit quests was almost always some kind of sonic
preservation, a revivalist anecdote to the ostensibly imminent disappearance of cultural
traditions. If it wasn’t an investigative manhunt for a lost hero, it was a loosely planned
fishing trip, a net cast for anything evocative of cultural value and under threat of
extinction. This phenomenon represents a critical turn within this aural lineage from
folkloric academia to blues cognoscenti: the realization of a certain agency that
transcends the structures of academia maps academic methods and theories onto
commercial practices. Just like Ferris’ accounts of crossing racial boundaries, the legends
of people like Mitchell simply driving to the state on vacation, hanging out on Fred
McDowell’s porch, or walking out into the corn field that R.L. Burnside is working in,
have animated touristic vectors in Mississippi for the past few decades.

Conclusion: Archival Auralities and the Touristic Paradigm
All of these researchers recorded local musicians living musical lives in rural
spaces. The material they recorded is consistently framed by the imposing, discursive
lenses of the blues and the church, but these are narrow apertures. Their archives
comprise the recorded sounds of songsters and saints, downhome country pickers, and
forgotten giants of the classic catalog. These artists crafted sound out of deep and
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timeless local traditions entangled with classic and ephemeral pop sounds; one song a
seemingly ancient ancestral memory, the next made up on the spot, never to be
performed again. These clashes and contradictions are not the result of the pedigreed
methodologies or ingenuities of the researcher, rather they are the result of the
complexities of the lives of those artists recorded, and the beauty and provocation of
their artistic resonances. But these complexities can be listened to and known in
infinitely different ways. The listening cultures and publics that celebrate this music are
the direct aural descendants of these researchers, though, and we have largely learned to
listen as they listened. We listen for Lomax’s essential folkloric ruminations of slavery
and Africa, we listen for Ferris’ idealistic sounds of interracial understanding and
sociality, and we listen for the experiences of mobility, of crossing the threshold to a new
and dangerous space.
Folklore, folk revivalism and the archetype of the song-hunter as an umbrella for
the general public’s perception of these fields of study, are prototypical of the
relationships that contemporary listeners have with blues and other roots musics. In
Mississippi today, the experiences of folklorists are the genesis of the touristic
experience; the legends of journeys taken by field researchers into the heart of rural
black America situate the ethos of a largely white blues fandom and the fabric of the
international community of blues fans who travel to Mississippi on blues pilgrimage. For
blues fans and tourists, the affective experience of knowing these researchers has been as
powerful as the experience of listening to their recordings or reading their analysis.
As the remainder of this dissertation will show, the heritage tourism industry is
built on the experience of stepping into the past, on opening a window into history. Part
and parcel to this is the sonic experience of listening to the past in the present. Archival
auralities are a set of learned methodologies for this. Many of the authenticities and
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essentialisms that I lay out in this genealogy of listening have been thoroughly
problematized, but whatever critical deconstruction has been achieved by the
revisionism of recent American music scholarship, it does little to shift the paradigm of
listening and knowing as it has taken hold across the listening publics of blues fandom.
We may scare-quote ‘discovery’ and note the paternalism of white research as a caveat,
but the listening practices of these men are still our popular archival mechanism. And
the racial undertones of their writings are not only rhetorical undertones, they are
constructive of their archival and aural practices–their archival auralities. This will
largely be borne out in the ethnographic work I lay out in the remaining chapters of this
dissertation.
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Chapter Three: Expedient Decline at the Juke Joint Festival
Want you to hear me when I say
The blues is back, and it’s here to stay!
- Little Milton
On an early visit to Mississippi in the summer of 2013 I learned of the recent
death of a popular local blues musician named “T-Model” Ford, who had passed away at
the age of 90. I was in Clarksdale, Mississippi, the epicenter of the state’s blues tourism
industry, where local business owner and tourism promoter Roger Stolle was expressing
to me his concern that Ford’s passing may spell a proverbial end for the “real deal” blues,
touting Ford not only as the best musician in the region, but as perhaps the “last of the
great Mississippi bluesmen.” A couple years later I traveled back to Clarksdale for the
annual Juke Joint Festival (JJF), the largest and most popular festival in the state. A club
owner was explaining that I should make every effort to see Leo “Bud” Welch and Robert
“Bilbo” Walker. These octogenarians were not only the best musicians performing that
weekend, they were in fact, surely, the last of the great Mississippi bluesmen. The 83year-old Welch played his gruff, hard-edged gospel blues well into the wee hours at Red’s
Lounge, a venue often referred to as the last great Mississippi juke joint, and was
expected to play an outdoor morning set the next day, but had to be taken to the hospital
and treated for exhaustion. He would pass away later that year, as would Bilbo Walker,
whose newly opened rural music venue was posthumously referred to as the last great
Mississippi juke joint in an NPR profile recorded at the festival.82
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Today there is a new round of oldest prominent artists being touted as the last
great Mississippi bluesmen playing in the last great Mississippi juke joints. This cycle
reflects an important marketing tool employed by culture brokers in Clarksdale and
around the state. The notion of imminent decline, the impending death of the blues, has
circulated for almost as long as the genre has been in existence. As generational blues
giants grow old and pass away, the fear that the blues itself is dying becomes pressing for
many fans. But the blues has long been sustained on a seemingly endless cycle of
revivalism, and even as the Muddy Waters and B.B. Kings of yore pass on, brand-newold-school generations of blues musicians supplant them as the next, last, late greats. In
Clarksdale, as nascent legends stake claims to past lineages of blues iconicity, their own
imminent passing becomes a catalyst for travel and celebration. In Roger Stolle’s
downtown blues music and folk-art shop on the Saturday morning of the 2018 JJF, hill
country great R.L. Boyce and soul blues singer Lady Trucker trade stories of what Stolle
calls “cultural connection to the real deal blues…”; a gig with John Lee Hooker in the
80s, backing up Bobby Rush a few years back. Fans who’ve traveled to Clarksdale from
around the world linger and soak up these affective experiences of memory, history and
myth before they slip away.
Cultural sustainability, the threat of cultural extinction and the celebration of
aged, obscure greatness encompasses much of the music touristics that motivate the
industry, and as such, the construction of heritage practice around musical tradition in
Mississippi. It is what moves people in and around the state and it is part and parcel of
how people listen to the music they hear here. This constitutes a marketing strategy that
plays particularly well in Clarksdale, a paradigm of the decades-long decline of urban
outposts in the rural south, a decline reaped by the long arc of agricultural
mechanization and the subsequent cotton bust, racial terror, migration, and white flight.
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From the outside looking in, towns like Clarksdale seem to be literally crumbling in on
themselves, the perfect venue for tourists to come and view the figurative crumbling of
local cultural traditions before it’s too late. This state of perpetual deterioration and
decline reflects a rich political economy, complex regimes of meaning, value, and
authenticity that local musicians navigate in performance settings like the JJF. As I’ll
discuss at length below, the JJF uses of the image and iconicity of the historical juke joint
to present local musicians and musical tradition, framing an affective experience of
memory and mythology while bridging temporal and social boundaries between
contemporary reality and the iconic myths of blues culture, as well as broader civic
mythologies of race and class.
I argue that the work of the musicians who play the festival, and perform nightly
around Clarksdale throughout the year, constitutes a certain form of immaterial labor in
its production of affective experience and social relation.83 This framing of musical labor
allows us to listen to and understand the ways in which local musicians navigate the
many regimes of value that are mapped onto their work by the political economy of
heritage tourism. Inasmuch as blues traditions and communities are viewed as fleeting
and on the precipice of existence, the current blues scene becomes a kind of temporal
allegory that these musicians must sonically constitute and navigate. At once, their
performances are both a window to the past, a time machine to carry listeners and fans
into a fantastical reality of blues days of old, and at the same time, a tableau of decline, a
first-hand experience of a culture becoming extinct; it is, here again, both the beginning
As I’ll discuss below, I am employing the Marxist framework of immaterial labor as it has
recently been discussed in music and tourism circles. See Gavin Steingo “Musical Economies of
the Elusive Metropolis” in Audible Empire: Music Global Politics, Critique, ed. Ronaldo Radano
and Tejumola Olaniyan (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), and Sounds of Vacation:
Political Economies of Caribbean Tourism, eds. Jocelyne Guilbault and Timothy Rommen
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2019).
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and the end. Clarksdale’s brand is constituted by this temporal tension, steeped in a long
history of economic and social struggle, buoyed, or perhaps polarized, depending on your
perspective, by blues revivals and the arrival of travelers longing to occupy a positionality
of pastness that has questionable relation to historical reality.84 The JJF encapsulates
much of that experience; of white tourism in black spaces, of local memory marketed as
civic mythology, and of a musical past recreated in the present.
This chapter reflects ethnographic work that I did in and around Clarksdale,
focusing on the JJF and probing these notions of sustainability and decline, revivalism
and nostalgia, as mechanisms of cultural heritage practice. To understand these
processes, I examine the role of musical labor as relates to the expectations, desires, and
expediencies of touristic practice. These discursive structures of cultural disappearance,
revivalism and revitalization are variably reflected across different touristic modalities,
across different communities of people traveling for different reasons and experiencing
this music in different ways, listening for fundamentally different things. In Clarksdale,
more than anywhere else in the state, music is virtually inseparable from tourism and
musical labor is a fundamental element of touristic practice. The mobilities of artists and
their sounds are as integral to emergent touristic intimacies and imaginaries as the
mobilities and auralities of travelers themselves. By viewing musical practice through the
lens of labor, both in the contemporary moment and across history, we can better attend
to the ways in which sound contributes to the larger projects of tourism and heritage
practice within the state and private sectors, and we can allow for at least the possibility
of some degree of artistic agency within these structures. By borrowing on recent
engagements with immaterial labor in the work of both tourism and sound studies
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scholars, I frame the work of musicians as the work of affect and sociality, statecraft and
civic mythology.
The auralities of blues fandom and the political economy of heritage tourism have
mapped a set of value regimes onto local blues traditions, and onto those emergent icons
whose music ultimately serves as regional attraction. Elder musicians like Boyce, Welch,
and Walker occupied this position in and around the Mississippi Delta over the course of
my research. For the tourism industry, the character of their performativity becomes a
valuable asset in the marketing of blues heritage as cultural decline. The grain of their
aging voices and their seemingly teetering health conditions lend a sense of authenticity
that holds great currency. It is here that many fans listen for the sounds of emergent
heritage. Artists’ own musical labor provides the affective experiences and social
relations that are the most valued products of the heritage tourism industry. But if we
listen closely and critically, we hear not only their work towards state-sponsored projects
of heritage and memorialization, but also the sounds of their own experiences, their own
memories and their own sense of personalized, localized heritage.

Clarksdale Histories and the Emergence of Blues Tourism
I begin my ethnographic account in Clarksdale for several reasons. As I noted in
my introduction, Clarksdale and the JJF serve as a model for many tourism officials and
culture brokers across the state, and my study of it here will partially serve as a
comparative model for my final two chapters. Clarksdale is a small city in the upperMississippi Delta, situated about 75 miles south of Memphis on Highway 61, “the blues
highway,” and just a stone’s throw from the eastern bank of the Mississippi River. One of
a few small urban outposts that occupy a sort of regional seat of the Delta, the town has
long held a position of prominence in the writing of American music history. Insomuch
as we may or may not acknowledge such a definable notion, it is one of a handful of
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municipalities that make a fair claim to being the ‘home of the blues,’ or at least of the
iconic style known as the Delta blues. Boasting (at least proximately) the birthplace of
Son House, John Lee Hooker, Junior Parker, Ike Turner, and Sam Cooke, the death
place of Bessie Smith, and the home and/or regular performance locales of Robert
Johnson and a young Muddy Waters, among many others, Clarksdale is an undeniable
landmark locale of American music history. Included in a recent Nashville-based tourism
campaign called the “Americana Music Triangle,” which aims to “pull the different styles,
stories and places under one umbrella for the sake of musical preservation and economic
development,” the town is centrally located on the most popular routes for blues and
roots music tourists traveling to the South.85
The seat of Coahoma County, the town was originally on the map as a railway hub
for the booming cotton industry. The area has long been majority black, dating back to
the Antebellum period when slaves constituted up to 77 percent of the county
population. Around the turn of the twentieth century, these numbers increased as a large
influx of black migrants came looking for land and work. Once surrounded by immense
plantations, by 1900 the farmland around Clarksdale had largely transitioned to tenant
and sharecropping systems that would dominate the way of life for these rural black
workers. Per the University of Mississippi’s Mississippi Encyclopedia, at the turn of the
century, “Coahoma County had more than twenty-six hundred sharecropping
households, the second-highest figure in the state, while the number of landowners had
dropped: only 235 of the 3,797 African American farming households (6 percent) could
claim ownership. By contrast, almost half of the county’s 258 white farmers owned their
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land.”86 As such, Clarksdale is a paradigm of larger intersecting histories of agricultural
economy and black labor in the Delta, with which the history of the blues is, of course,
deeply entangled.87 Since the mid-century mechanization of agricultural labor and the
many expressions of white backlash to civil rights gains, Clarksdale, and many majority
black cities like it across the rural South, have been in stark economic decline. In 1944,
Hopson Plantation, one of the largest farms in the County, which is now the site of a
blues-themed hotel and music venue that will be discussed at length below, became the
first farm to mechanize the picking of cotton. Soon the need for agricultural farm work,
and the prominence of the sharecropping system as an infrastructure for black life more
broadly, bottomed out, partially motivating the well-documented migrations of the black
working class out of these rural spaces.88
By the 1970s, agricultural revenues had largely busted in the Delta, and most
towns like Clarksdale primarily turned to manufacturing, an industry that also wouldn’t
be sustained for more than a few decades. It was around this time that the seeds of blues
tourism began to be sown. In 1979, Sid Graves, the director of Clarksdale’s Carnegie
Public Library, founded the Delta Blues Museum, a collection of artifacts which he
famously carried around in the trunk of his car before moving it into the library.89
Eventually, funding was established to renovate the passenger rail depot and the

Mississippi Encyclopedia Staff “Coahoma County” in Mississippi Encyclopedia (Online), Center
for Study of Southern Culture, July 10, 2017,
http://mississippiencyclopedia.org/entries/Coahoma-County/.
87 See Clyde A. Woods, Development Arrested: The Blues and Plantation Power in the
Mississippi Delta, (London: Verso, 2017) for a comprehensive discussion of political and
economic power dynamics in the Mississippi Delta throughout its history and the role of the blues
as an epistemology and a sustaining agent of social change for the black working class.
88 Griffin, 1995 and Wilkerson, 2010.
89 My understanding of the histories of tourism in Clarksdale are based on interview
conversations I had with Scott Barretta and Roger Stolle, as well as the one comprehensive
account of blues tourism histories in the state, Steven A. King, I’m Feeling the Blues Right Now:
Blues Tourism and the Mississippi Delta (Oxford; University of Mississippi Press, 2011).
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museum was significantly expanded, now most prominently featuring the reconstructed
logs of the cabin in which Muddy Waters had lived on Stovall Plantation, about 15 miles
north of the city. A few years later, blues expert, critic, and record producer Jim O’Neal
and his wife Amy Van Singel sold their magazine, Living Blues, to the University of
Mississippi and relocated their label Rooster Blues Records from the South side of
Chicago to Clarksdale, where they focused on current Delta blues artists and put out
most of the local music that made it onto official releases in the late 1980s and 90s. In
the 1990s, people in Clarksdale began to take note of the seemingly random appearances
of tourists stopping through town on their way to or from Memphis or New Orleans,
seeking out the crossroads where Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil, or the site of
the black hospital where Bessie Smith died. O’Neal would eventually begin printing maps
and brochures out of his home to give to travelers in lieu of official tourism materials,
and in 1988, he established the Sunflower River Blues and Gospel Festival, one of the
first official festivals in the state.
By the late-twentieth century, visions of tourism as a potentially marketable
commodity in the city were really taking hold. These were in part inspired by proven and
effective models in Memphis and New Orleans. Jim O’Neal had done much to establish
the beginnings of blues tourism, but in the words of his friend Scott Barretta, he was
really just a “guru,” a quiet record store owner and aficionado who could be persuaded to
show tourists around if he was in the right mood. By 1999 he had moved on, and in
stepped Roger Stolle, a self-proclaimed adman and blues junkie from Ohio. In 2002,
Stolle opened his Cat Head Delta Blues and Folk-Art shop in downtown Clarksdale and
established the JJF in 2004. At this point, the aim of blues tourism became what Stolle
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and others refer to as “downtown revitalization.”90 A late-capitalist, neoliberal political
economy emerged that shapes the town to this day, as blues festivals and nightclubs,
museums and record shops, historical markers and other novelties attract tourists whose
primary value is represented in the expansion of commerce and the boosting of tax
revenue.
The many cycles of economic boom and bust, out- and in-migratory labor,
wrought a town aesthetic that lends itself to a marketing campaign of urban decline.
Abandoned and broken-down buildings, empty lots, rusted out signage, and overgrown
train tracks all point to a stylistic collage of blues decrepitude. A balance is struck, as
such, between the gentrifying notion of ‘cleaning up’ or revitalizing the abandoned and
broken downtown area, while at the same time maintaining the aesthetic of blues
decline. This is particularly on display in the town’s “Blues Alley” just a block away from
the Cat Head shop, where the immaculately restored train depot houses an impressive
museum, next to the meticulously un-restored building that houses Morgan Freeman’s
Ground Zero Blues Club, one of the largest in town, a sort of cathedral of blues kitsch
and a case study in post-post-modern, late-capitalist ramshackle. At the JJF, this balance
constitutes a perfect storm of tourstistic modalities, where fans and travelers are able to
view the authenticity of crumbling infrastructure from the comfort and safety of a
‘cleaned up’ downtown area.

See John Henshall, Downtown Revistalisation and Delta Blues in Clarksdale Mississippi:
Lessons for Small Cities and Towns (London: Palgrave, 2019). Henshall is an economist and city
planner and his book gives an altogether uncritical account of the use of the blues in the
revitalization of Clarksdale’s downtown area.
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Figure 4. Drummer Stud Ford (grandson of T-Model Ford) plays outside the
Blues Alley Café at the corner of the Blues Alley, with the Delta Blues Museum in
the background. Photo by author.

Juke Joint Festival
Today, Clarksdale boasts live blues music 365 nights a year and hosts seemingly
weekly blues festivals that fill clubs like Ground Zero and many other establishments
that dot the downtown area.91 Held annually in April and rivaled in size only by the King
Biscuit Blues Festival across the river in Helena, Arkansas, the JJF is the largest and
most influential blues festival in the region. Unlike some of the other festivals I’ll discuss,
the JJF is not necessarily focused on any one style of blues music, nor one particular
blues community or tradition. Of course, the Delta blues and Clarksdale’s blues legacies
are central to the framework of the festival, but the JJF is not exclusively a Delta blues
All of my research and much of my writing was done before Covid-19. It should be noted that
during the pandemic, live music obviously slowed significantly. Much of the regular live music
moved online, with various livestreaming platforms. This document is being completed in the fall
of 2021, and the city has mostly resumed previous live music activity.
91

95

festival, per se, and plenty of non-local artists perform a variety of styles. It’s also worth
noting that at this point in the history of the form, a festival specifically focusing on Delta
blues would be challenging to put together, as the term Delta blues has been so expanded
and circulated across the world that one would be hard pressed to identify and delineate
a discernable Delta blues style in the contemporary moment. Sonically, the music that
dominates the sound of Clarksdale clubs on any given night owes as much to the blues of
Chicago, or even Texas, as it does the deeper traditions of the Delta. Moreover, it
remains the case that some of the most popular musicians at a prominent festival like the
JJF are recognized as hill country acts, owing to the sustained popularity of the Fat
Possum roster of the 1990s and early 2000s, and the presence of band mates, children
and grandchildren of the great hill country artists. To put a finer point on it, I once
played a 15-minute version of the song “Papa Was a Rolling Stone” with Robert
Kimbrough, Sr. at Red’s Lounge that was far and away the most popular song of the
night. To be sure, there were tourists there who listened to that performance as an
example of the Delta blues played in an authentic juke joint. Of course, the extent to
which any of these various non-Delta traditions are indebted to or are even the progeny
of the music of the Delta can be argued, but that debate lies outside the scope of this
study.
Perhaps the most notable characteristic of the JJF is the absence of a main stage.
The image of the juke joint, as such, serves not only as a branding icon, but it also
constitutes the organizational structure of the festival, which is based on the already
existing network of clubs and venues active across the city. While a slew of ad-hoc
performance spaces crops up in seemingly abandoned businesses, outside of restaurants
and bars, and on street corners, there is no singular focused space that stages the biggest
moments of the weekend.
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Two JJF performance spaces. Figure 5, left: Cedric Burnside (on drums) and Trenton
Ayers (son of Earl “Little Joe” Ayers) perform at an official outdoor stage set up on the
sidewalk in downtown Clarksdale. Figure 6, right: Elmo Williams and Hezekiah Early
appear in a small room that is rarely open to the public outside of the JJF weekend.
This accomplishes one of Roger Stolle’s primary goals with the festival, which is to create
a kind of seedling event for the club owners to help themselves. He promotes the
weekend internationally, books a series of artists to play daytime stages throughout the
city, sets up a wristband system whereby attendees can pay a flat fee to get into most
events, and organizes a calendar of tangential attractions, food vendors, monkeys riding
dogs (insert photo), etc. This all brings people to town, who then patronize the clubs at
night. As such, it’s the biggest weekend of the year for places like Red’s and other
prominent venues in Clarksdale, and it’s a very busy weekend for local musicians.
Indeed, as described at the opening of this chapter, the JJF can sometimes be a
grueling weekend for artists who may play late into one night and be booked to play a
daytime stage beginning at lunchtime the next day. There is no employment
infrastructure at play in the local music industry; musicians choose to play whenever
they can and/or are willing. This is to say that, in theory, no one is necessarily making
them play all these dates. But there is no unionized oversight of labor practices either,
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which, ideally, could impose payment standards that might make such a rigorous
schedule unnecessary and could guard against incidents like the one described, in which
an aged Leo “Bud” Welch collapsed from exhaustion. In any event, it is one of the busiest
weeks of the year for artists, and it is the most lucrative local weekend for many of the
musicians who play. Unsurprisingly, there are few gigs across the landscape of the
Mississippi blues scene that pay a sustainable, living wage. Many club dates may offer a
few hundred dollars and the profits gathered from cover charges at the door after drinks
and other overhead, but often only the door cover is offered. Most musicians have to
maintain some kind of day job, which may or may not be related to musical performance.
Some may take unemployment or social security, and still some may be retired.
On average the festival is attended by about 30,000 people, nearly double the
current population of the town. The crowd is an ostensibly representative cross-section
of the community of travelers that patronize the tourism industry across the state:
overwhelmingly white, upper-middle class fans above the age of 35. What is most
shocking about the crowd, though, is the incredibly diverse nationalities represented.
Large contingents from Australia, the United Kingdom, Europe, and South America are
among the many yearly attendees. It was a common refrain amongst fans that they had
attended so many years in a row that it had become a kind of yearly reunion of close
personal friends that only meet in Clarksdale. While most of these relationships are
maintained between fans, an array of cultural intimacies and imaginaries emerge,
particularly between fans and cultural brokers like Stolle and other business owners, and
in some cases, between fans and artists.
Such relationships reflect experiences of sociality that are crucial to
understanding the mobilities of fans, but they are also crucial to understanding the
musical labor of artists working the festival and the broader touristics at play in
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Clarksdale. Many of these fans are traveling to the JJF for “a real juke joint experience,”
an experience of crossing an indefinable threshold of sociality and culture, race, time,
and class. More than a few travelers told me they fancied themselves modern day
Lomaxes, searching the obscure South for the final remnants of this cultural tradition.
Still others rejected any such complexity of practice, simply embracing the hedonistic
possibilities of listening, drinking, and celebrating the blues in its primordial homeplace,
cosplaying a farm worker at a Saturday night juke. For many of the touristic vectors
represented here, the iconic image of the juke joint, reconstituted in the contemporary
form of the Clarksdale blues club, is the central framework. A cursory discussion of what
this term has meant over the years, what it might mean these days, and how the culture
brokers in Clarksdale and across Mississippi use it, will provide a necessary context for a
further exploration of the festival experience.

Juke Joint Iconicity
“Don’t really know for sure when Robert Jonson played here, but they told me
this was the juke joint he used to play when he was passing through Clarksdale. I figured
we might ought to come through and see for ourselves what it felt like to be in the room.”
I sat with a midwestern visitor outside Red’s Lounge at the corner of Sunflower Avenue
and MLK Boulevard late one evening during the 2017 JJF. Red’s is one of the oldest
operating blues clubs in Clarksdale, but it’s not that old. It sits just across the train tracks
from the revitalized downtown square, in a primarily black neighborhood called the
“New World District.” In the words of sociologist Brian Foster, Clarksdale’s “racial
calculous (is) precise.”92 A starkly segregated city that has seen significant out-migration

In his book I Don’t Like the Blues: Race, Place and the Backbeat of Black Life (2021), Brian
Foster lays out a precise history of Clarksdale’s neighborhood demographics and geographics,
discussing instances of white flight and migration in the context of the emergent blues tourism
histories discussed earlier in this dissertation.
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and white flight across neighborhoods, Clarksdale’s demographics still reflect the
segregated fabric of the Jim Crow era. Red’s is a black owned blues club that allows
tourists to travel ‘across the tracks’ into the ostensibly rougher side of town, a real holein-the-wall, as opposed to Ground Zero or the white-owned clubs on the downtown
square or just out of town that reflect more of a constructed pastiche of juke joint
authenticity. With live local music most nights of the week, Red’s is one of the most
popular clubs during the festival. It’s the first place Stolle tells visitors to go, regularly
referring to it as one of the last great Mississippi juke joints.

Figure 7. Robert Kimbrough, Sr. performing at Red’s (author drumming).
Photo credit: Roger Stolle, used with permission.
The JJF employs the image of the juke joint in its title as a marker of authenticity,
a device used across Clarksdale for its many music clubs and venues. Red Paden doesn’t
refer to his bar as a juke joint by name; it’s Red’s ‘Lounge,’ it’s a club, it’s a bar, but I’ve
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never heard him say juke joint. But in discourse with tourism promoters and managers,
it is usually referred to as such, begging the challenging question of what a juke joint
actually is. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, when the immense
plantations of the Delta were primarily worked by black tenant and sharecropping
farmers under harsh and unfair labor contracts, blues and blues adjacent music occupied
an important cultural position in black rural life. With thousands of workers farming
large swaths of land, the concept of the Saturday night juke joint became an iconic
cultural touchstone, a space of leisure and sociality where early blues guitar styles, jug
bands, and other black string band musics were developed. Many plantations
maintained something akin to a juke joint on their premises, a structure dedicated to
social gatherings for tenant farmers and laborers, which often featured music. These
were generally rural locales, situated near sharecropper residencies, or at centrally
located crossroads within walking distance of multiple plantations. As such, the juke
joint plays a significant role in the extent to which the history of black music, and black
musical labor, is understood as being rooted in agrarian culture.
For the black working class more broadly, the juke joint was an important space
of sociality; of intimacy, imaginary, and sometimes conflict. As I’ve already noted, I
believe that it isn’t my place to theorize the black experience, particularly during the
precarious and formative times of the early twentieth century. The broad wealth of black
scholarship on this period, and on the blues specifically, includes provocative discussions
of what the juke joint was to the black rural working class. In particular, Zora Neale
Hurston’s “Characteristics of Negro Expression” being one of the earliest theorizations of
the juke joint as a productive cultural formation for black people.
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Figure 8. Many locales have been christened the ‘last great Mississippi juke joint.’
Going by conventional definitions of the term, Po’ Monkey’s lounge, situated at the edge
of a cotton field outside Merigold, Miss. in the Delta, has long made the most respected
claim to such a designation. Opened in 1963 by Willie “Po Monkey” Seaberry, the club
provided entertainment for locals for decades before it became a popular stopover for
tourists traveling through the Delta in the 1990s. Photo by author.
In Robin D.G. Kelley’s “‘We Are Not What We Seem’: The Politics and Pleasures of
Community,” Kelley frames the juke joint as a space in which the black working class
could compose their own “hidden transcript,” an ontological site set apart from the
oppressions and terrors of white supremacy. Plenty of other blues writings by black
scholars like Albert Murray, Amiri Baraka, or Angela Davis all discuss the juke joint and
speak to what Thadious M. Davis calls the productive spaces of the black south, spaces
that rural black people could use to “imagine, create, and define new and unproscribed
subjectivities.”93

Zora Neale Hurston, “Characteristics of Negro Expression,” in The Negro; an Anthology, ed.
Nancy Cunard (London: Wishart & Co. 1934), p. 24. Robin D.G. Kelley “‘We Are Not What We
Seem’: The Politics and Pleasures of Community,” in Race Rebels: Culture, Politics and the Black
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But as I’ve already noted, the agrarian economic infrastructures of black life did
not last long. By the mid-twentieth century, the scores of black laborers who had worked
those massive plantations were no longer needed, and as such, the rural juke joints were
abandoned and itinerant bluesmen whose sounds had filled their air moved on. While
the mid-century narrative of blues music’s migration to Chicago or Detroit is
fundamental to the story of American music, though, there is a lesser-known history of
blues musicians in rural areas and smaller urban locales remaining or returning and
operating blues clubs in black urban neighborhoods of towns like Clarksdale,
Greenwood, and Greenville. Black populations waned across the region into the late
twentieth century, but live blues remained a form of entertainment for declining rural
black communities, as evidenced by the contemporary history of the Chitlin’ Circuit and
the documentation of “juke joints” by blues fans in the 1990s.94 As tourists and fans
began to discover holdovers of Mississippi’s storied juke joint circuit, the beginnings of
cultural tourism were taking hold in the minds of legislators and business leaders.
As such, beginning in the 1990s, musical labor became increasingly entangled
with emergent touristic practices, and a vaguely musical economy of memory and
cultural sustainability began to take shape. Although the presence of juke joints, rural or
urban, has never exactly disappeared, the value of the juke joint began to transform as a
tourist attraction, becoming a vessel for travelers’ notions about the past. The emergence
and role of the juke joint as arguably the earliest site of blues performativity is well
known to blues tourists and fans. Now a sort of floating signifier synonymous with a

Working Class (New York: Free Press, 1994). Thadious M. Davis, Southscapes: Geographies of
Race, Region, and Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), p. 4.
94 See examples in Robert Mugge and Robert Palmer’s film, Deep Blues: A Musical Pilgrimage to
the Crossroads, 1991. See also Preston Lauterbach, The Chitlin' Circuit: And the Road to Rock 'n'
Roll (New York: W. W. Norton, 2011).
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‘roadhouse’ or a ‘barrelhouse, these days it’s common to hear any kind of music venue
referred to as a ‘juke joint’ in Mississippi. For promoters, the juke joint is a racially and
economically coded space that offers an experience of affective authenticity to patrons,
even if a given bar or club in downtown Clarksdale has little to do with the historical
reality of what the juke joint was and what its function was.
Used in the context of blues tourism, the construct of the juke joint became a
kind of time machine, transporting patrons into a constructed past, and across racial
boundaries. The use of the juke joint as a branding icon for the JJF and similar touristic
marketing tactics maps its historical positionality in the political economy of black labor
in the first half of the twentieth century onto the political economy of contemporary
musical touristics. Once a semi-private, productive space of blackness, it effectively
becomes a public, productive space of civic mythology and musical touristics, of
immaterial labor and statecraft. As the Clarksdale scene transmogrified black musical
labor across time from sharecropper’s entertainment to touristic economy, so too does it
transmogrify across space, from the rural shack to the urban street corner. Nowhere is
this starker and more provocative than at the Hopson Commissary and Shack-Up Inn,
among the most popular venues and in-demand lodging options for blues tourists
coming to Clarksdale.

Constructing Musical Intimacy at the Shack Up Inn
Hopson Planting Company was once one of the largest cotton operations in the
region. It was the first plantation in the Delta to employ the use of an International
Harvester, the industry standard in mechanized cotton-picking technology that spelled
the end of mass agricultural labor practices, and therefore the economic decline of many
of the black communities in the area. Today, the Hopson site houses what effectively
amounts to a blues-themed resort. Two large music venues are housed in what used to be
104

an immense equipment barn and commissary store. The venues feature restaurants and
full-service bars and are surrounded by multiple nightly lodging options including the
Shack Up Inn, a collection of relocated, renovated sharecropper shacks named after
blues musicians. The aesthetic at Hopson is similar to the House of Blues club franchise,
a constructed ramshackle teetering on the edge of collapse, overflowing with a pastiche
excess of paraphernalia that project authenticated images of rural, agrarian, and
Southern; empty liquor bottles, old gas station signs, crumbling farm equipment, and
rusted out stringless guitars fill broken down buildings encased in galvanized steel.

Figure 9, Left: Louis “Gearshifter” Youngblood performs in the back ‘gin bar’ at the
Shack Up Inn. Figure 10, Right: Cedric Burnside performs in the ‘Juke Joint Chapel,’
the main stage at the Shack Up Inn. Photos by author.
In Staging the Blues, Paige McGinley employs the critical frame of performance studies
to critique the Shack Up Inn, tying its contemporary function to the history of black
labor:
the cabins of the shack up inn revel in and shape the theatricality of Delta blues
tourism, their mise-en-scenes establishing and perpetuating the trope of the
South as a stage of incomplete history… inviting tourists into an intimate
relationship with laborers who once inhabited the cabins. The tourists’ presence
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at the inn, therefore, is indispensable for the surrogation that its historiographic
project requires.95
As McGinley discusses, tourists have to participate for the recreation of the past to be
successful. Playing the role of the laborer who would have inhabited the shacks at the
end of a long day of work, now mostly white tourists party at the end of a long day of
partying.

Figures 11 and 12: The Shacks at the Shack Up Inn. Photo by author.
During these festivals, some shacks also become music venues themselves.
Visitors will invite musicians that they have befriended to come and play in their rentedout shacks. A visitor from Australia named Brent was trying to turn his rented shack into
his own DIY juke joint where he could perform alongside his favorite local artists. He
told me that he perceived many of the established venues around Clarksdale to be
increasingly corporatized and inauthentic, and that he wanted to create a juke joint
experience that was as close as possible to what would have been held in these buildings
back in the old days. Brent’s imaginings borrow on the most iconic early blues

95 Paige A. McGinley, Staging the Blues: From Tent Shows to Tourism, (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2014).
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performance settings, when itinerant musicians would travel between farms and play
juke joint house parties to entertain farm laborers in the early twentieth century. The
music of the pre-war, pre-mechanization juke joints was a largely acoustic music, and
Brent and his collaborators sit on his porch and play old Delta blues songs on acoustic
instruments that he brings with him, as most local musicians largely play electric guitars.
Often the local artists who play in situations like these go unpaid, as it’s assumed that
they are doing it just because they like to have a good time.
Brent explained to me, “I want it to be more of a social thing, a party, a chance for
people to hang out and drink with musicians in a setting that’s more [like the local
custom] than going to a bar downtown. [Artists might] want to get paid, but I want it to
be more of a jam session.” That afternoon, Earl “Little Joe” Ayers was sitting on Brent’s
porch picking out hill country blues songs on a National guitar that had been shipped in
just for this purpose. As mentioned in the introductory chapter, Joe was the original
bassist for Junior Kimbrough’s Cotton Patch Soul Blues Boys band, he led the driving
tour and taught guitar lessons at the Kimbrough Cotton Patch Soul Blues Festival (and as
such, will be a central figure in chapter five of this dissertation). Originally a bassist who
now performs on electric guitar, his performance style is couched in the Kimbrough
tradition, which reflects both hill country styles as well as more contemporary soul blues
aesthetics. But Joe rarely engages in discourses of genre naming. He calls his music hill
country blues and lives in Holly Springs, deep in the hill country and far from Clarksdale,
but when a fan describes him as “one of the oldest Delta blues musicians around,” he
chuckles and gives thanks. Hill country artists are regular performers at the JJF, and the
lines between these genres are often confused by fans. At Brent’s shack, Joe played for a
few hours, joined at times by Brent and others coming through to sit in. He would strum
along on Elmore James tunes, B.B. King classics, and Delta blues standards like “Catfish
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Blues.” Every now and then he would inject his own voice, playing a hill country song
and proclaiming his stylistic affiliation while friends and fans hung out, drank, danced,
and celebrated.
Joe would ultimately take home a little cash for his time. Brent was “happy to
help Joe out.” He went on, “I know the musicians around here are mostly not making
much money, but they’re doing the Lord’s work. Keeping the tradition alive. That’s the
most important thing of all.” On the porch of Brent’s shack, Joe is not only doing the
Lord’s work, he’s doing the work of the Mississippi tourism industry. Brent and his
friends are having what is surely the realest blues experience possible, reliving the juke
joint reels and hoedowns of Delta lore, enjoying the performance of a black musician on
a sharecropper’s porch situated on a plantation just outside Clarksdale. For Joe, this
experience reflects a variable range of engagements, with different fans, with different
musics, and with different regimes of value that are mapped onto his playing by the
music touristics of the JJF and the political economy of heritage tourism more broadly.
Joe is sonically constructing the iconicity of the juke joint, and as such working towards
the construction of the mythologies that undergird the JJF experience, but he is also
writing himself into those mythologies and iconicity, establishing his sound as
foundational to the practices of heritage as they develop.

Immaterial Labor and Juke Joint Regimes of Value
As this episode shows, the work of musicians is not only central to the economic
and experiential mechanisms of the touristic economy, it reflects deeper regimes of value
mapped out by the political economy of tourism as well. Blues fans who come to
Mississippi are not exactly traveling to see living musicians; they come to travel into the
region’s past, to relive imagined moments of musical iconicity for which current artists
and local people act as surrogates. To borrow further from Paige McGinley’s work on
108

Clarksdale, performance settings are to be like live museums in which fans are part of the
display, cosplaying their own imagined role, perhaps as Lomaxian journeyman, or as
weary farm hands letting loose after a long day of work. Tourists are there to consume a
materially constructed reality of pastness in which they can imagine themselves taking
part. This imaginative reconstruction is primarily the work of local musical laborers,
though, whose music provides an antidote to anxieties about sustainability and decline
through a performative assemblage of collective memory, history, and mythology. The
value of musical labor is indexed, as such, by the artists’ ability to produce the affective
experience and social relation of intimacy, allowing tourists to step into a recreated past
as it ostensibly disappears.
But these ideas are only partially representative of the broader touristics at play
at large festivals like the JJF. As much as there are travelers invested in historical
realities and fantasies, critically or uncritically celebrating reimagined pasts, there are at
least as many travelers there ‘just to have a good time,’ riding the ‘blues, brews and bbq’
circuit and heavily resistant to any suggestion that cultural politics or anthropological
socialities, particularly of race or class, play a role in their experience. As laborers,
musicians manage and engage with touristic expectations and desires across the
mobilities and auralities of these different vectors of tourism. These regimes of value can
be effectively understood and examined through the lens of immaterial labor, or labor
that is fundamentally active in the production of social relations and affective
experiences. South African music scholar Gavin Steingo has written about the role of this
work in the contemporary economy as providing value vis-à-vis an entanglement with
the socio-political and economic objectives of powerful culture brokers.96 I have already

Gavin Steingo, “Musical Economies of the Elusive Metropolis,” in Audible Empire: Music,
Global Politics, Critique (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), pp. 246-268.
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argued that in Mississippi, the support of blues tourism reflects a certain form of
neoliberal capitalistic socio-politicking, an expedient veneer of social and economic
progress wrapped around the support of business and political interest.
It is, of course, the work of musicians that creates the affective experience of
stepping back into the blues past, back into a fantastical, constructed space of the
downhome good old days, largely scrubbed clean of precarity, racial strife, or
impoverishment, and instead reflecting a post-racial musical fantasy world of pre-war,
backwoods shacks transplanted and mapped onto a revitalized twenty first-century
downtown space where tourists can be a fly on the wall of the ‘real deal’ blues. This
clearly situates the work of musicians as sonically constructing the varied civic
mythologies that the heritage tourism industry presents, particularly mythologies of
racial reconciliation and harmony that are so valuable to the state.97 In conversations
with tourists and culture brokers in Clarksdale, discourses of post-racialism regularly
surfaced in my ethnography. Even amongst those fans and promoters willing to think
critically about the scene, there was a sense that the interracial musicking reflected in the
JJF experience constituted a significant form of racial progress, irrespective of the social
realities of both the past as it was being represented and the present.
Clearly, the extent to which musical labor functions in the production of affective
commodities of cultural intimacy and public memory is fundamental to the music
industry in Mississippi, where the celebration of black music is to be a valuable
mechanism of racial reconciliation. More to the point, though, and following Steingo’s
discussion of Kwaito music in South Africa, perhaps the most evident function of the
labor performed by local musicians like Joe Ayers, is to create a platform whereby state
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and local culture brokers can craft new notions of the state, a branded discourse of
neoliberalism in which the socio-political and economic image of Mississippi is
(re)crafted in the mind’s eye and ear of outsiders. Steingo writes in response to what he
calls the loquaciousness of culture brokers touting Kwaito music as a potential savior for
South Africa, that it is a performative type of statecraft, a performance of the state’s
commitment to neoliberal modernity. When Brent speaks of Joe doing ‘the lord’s work’
he’s referring to the impact of Joe’s performance on the long sustainability of the form:
keeping the blues alive. For the brokers and promoters of the Mississippi blues tourism
project, Joe is directly engaging in the construction of those civic mythologies at the core
of this contemporary statecraft. But for Joe this is just another regime of value that his
work sonically engages with; he does the lord’s work, the Mississippi Development
Authority’s work, and his own work. The most important function of his labor lies well
outside the scope of neoliberal statecraft.
A retired electrician, former farmer, and ex-bassist for one of the region’s most
celebrated musicians, Joe now enjoys an intermittent musical career on which he is not
particularly dependent for income or livelihood. When pressed about why he continues
to play, Joe rehearses the common clichés of blues artists; “the blues is a lifestyle,”
“somebody’s got to keep it going,” “playing the blues is what I’ve always done.” I first
encountered Joe when he was teaching a workshop on Kimbrough’s music and would
later perform an unrehearsed set with him in Holly Springs, more or less jamming on
some of Kimbrough’s classic songs. Joe’s investment in his own sound is personal, as he
considers his music to be upholding his traditional past, albeit a narrowly defined
tradition related to only a handful of musicians; “I just want to keep playing my music, to
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keep it out there for whoever wants to hear it.”98 His music is a valuable asset to the
tourism industry, and his performative approach fits well in the common practices and
structures of the JJF. He shares his craft freely and educates listeners without imposing
his will on the scene. There is a marked difference between the swagger of Joe’s hill
country grooves and the chunk of his collaborative performance of “Catfish Blues” with
Brent, but he plays along, momentarily acquiescing to the expectations of the moment in
the interest of exercising his own sonic-stylistic desires and spreading the gospel of his
own sound in the moments to come.
In the introduction to their book Sounds of Vacation: Political Economies of
Caribbean Tourism, Timothy Rommen and Jocelyne Guilbault “highlight the profound
importance of symbolic and affective labor,” or immaterial labor, within the economic
structures of music tourism across the Caribbean.99 Guilbaut frames the touristic
experience, in part, “in terms of… the labor musicians do under different, yet
simultaneous, regimes of values.” It is “through the lens of labor… (that Guilbault)
accounts for the moral force of tradition and economic implications…” of musicians’
labor.100 In the political economies of blues tourism across Mississippi, immaterial labor
functions to allow effective spaces for the mobilization of statecraft, or the construction
of civic mythologies of race and history. Complex regimes of value and constraints of
touristic desires and expectations are constantly mapped onto musical labor, compelling
musicians to provide the affective experiences that the tourism economy offers, those
experiences of crossing the temporal and racial thresholds of the juke joint, just as Bill
Ferris and George Mitchell did years ago. But listening to Joe play outside Brent’s shack,

Conversation with Joe Ayers, Spring 2019.
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it becomes clear that Joe’s labor is notably an expression of his own affectations and
socialities; his own memories are absorbed into the mythological project of the JJF, but
they stand alone as well, and live on in the YouTube videos, photographs, and field
recordings of the moment.
While the value of musical labor is indexed for cultural brokers by attendance
numbers and tourism revenues, the immaterial labor produced by musicians is
fundamentally sonic, formed around the auralities of listeners new and old. As Guilbault
notes, “listening to music and sound is… my way to engage the political economy of
tourism in its affecting and affective dimensions.”101 With so much constructed
authenticity in the air, I spent much of my time at the JJF trying to figure out what to
listen to when. Naturally, some of the most compelling moments came when I was called
to listen by artists who were otherwise not going to be heard. These experiences would
inevitably reveal the deeper tensions of the broader political economy as they are
entangled with more localized social dynamics; listening to musicians as they listen to
each other and interact on a local level with the fundamental power struggles of the
industry.

Super Chikan, Razorblade, and Ground Zero
At the heart of Clarksdale’s tourism scene, and perhaps the busiest “juke joint” at
the JJF, is a club called Ground Zero Blues Club, a large restaurant and venue opened in
May of 2001 by actor Morgan Freeman, a native of Memphis who grew up in the Delta,
and businessman Bill Luckett, who served as mayor of Clarksdale from 2013 to 2017. The
club is centrally located across the lawn from the town’s Delta Blues Museum in Blues
Alley, which backs up to the railroad tracks that constitute the boundary between the
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New World District and the downtown commercial area. Ground Zero is aptly named;
along with Stolle’s shop, it serves as a kind of epicenter for the town’s blues scene. It’s
one of the town’s most well-established clubs, serving a full dinner menu and a full bar.
Visitors can easily stroll down the street, across the tracks, to visit Red’s for a more
‘authentic’ experience, and return to Ground Zero, where things may feel a little safer, or
at least nearer to their cars and hotels. But this quality isn’t lost on anyone. Travelers
routinely complain that Ground Zero ‘wasn’t really their thing,’ that they were looking
for something a little more ‘real,’ in which case Stolle inevitably recommends Red’s.
Nevertheless, Ground Zero is consistently the busiest and most successful club in town.
There is no house band at Ground Zero, but if there was, it would be James
“Super Chikan” Johnson, a veteran of the Clarksdale scene who consistently headlines
the club on festival nights. Super Chikan is one of a small handful of artists who can
claim what Stolle calls a ‘real cultural connection’ to the ‘real deal’ blues, which is to say
he has tangible ties to iconic blues musicians from the Delta. His first gig was as touring
bassist for his uncle, “Big” Jack Johnson, perhaps the most famous Delta blues musician
of the 80s and 90s, who was a member of The Jelly Roll Kings along with Sam Carr and
Frank Frost, both of whom played with Carr’s father Robert Nighthawk and Sonny Boy
Williamson II, and were part of the mid-century, mid-south blues community that
orbited Memphis’ Sun Records and the Helena, Arkansas King Biscuit Time radio show.
These are benchmarks of the blues history of the region. Super Chikan’s claim to being of
this lineage is legitimate and is borne out in his music, which is couched in the hardedged electrified juke joint sound of post-war Delta blues. But Super Chikan’s music
swings with a boogie-woogie reverence for 50s-era Memphis and reflects a unique
whimsy and humor that plays well at Ground Zero. He often plays homemade cigar box
guitars with a marked Southern folk-art aesthetic.
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Figure 13. Super Chikan performing to a packed house at Ground Zero. Photo by
author.
Apart from a few special events put on by the Clarksdale tourism office, I have
rarely seen Super Chikan perform in town outside of Ground Zero, and he is regularly
the headliner on big festival nights. This was substantiated somewhat bitterly by Josh
“Razorblade” Stewart, another veteran of the Clarksdale scene who has since passed
away. As I ducked out of Red’s between sets with Anthony “Big A” Sherrod one fall
evening in 2016, Stewart called to me from across the street through the open window of
his large black SUV, asking if it was Big A playing at Red’s tonight. When I answered he
immediately exclaimed that he had “taught all those young guys how to play.” I stepped
across the empty, unlit side street and leaned into his passenger window. Stewart, a 70year-old guitar player and singer, had indeed taught Anthony Sherrod through the Delta
Blues Educational Program, a contemporary iteration of which is still in place through
the Delta Blues Museum. Over the years Clarksdale has boasted a well-documented set of
educational programs focused on mentoring young local musicians into the blues scene
as an effort to keep the blues alive. A genealogy can be drawn to its current iteration,
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based out of the Delta blues Museum, and now mostly run by Sherrod, back to some of
the iconic blues musicians of the early twentieth century. The originator of the program,
Johnnie Billington, claimed only two or three professional degrees of separation from
Muddy Waters, the ultimate ‘real deal’ indicator of cultural credibility in the area.
In 2016, Stewart was still gigging around Clarksdale and had called me over
assuming that I was a tourist and hoping to sell me a burned copy of his new CD, a live
set recorded at Ground Zero in 2009. Stewart proceeded to play me some tracks from the
CD and explained to me that he was embroiled in a dispute with the club about sales. He
argued that they were selling his CD without compensating him and said that they were
barring him from selling his own copies on venue grounds. When I spoke to someone at
the club, they laughed it off and told me that they weren’t even selling CDs anymore.
“Razorblade is a good guy, just a crotchety old bluesman. He did get in trouble for trying
to sell his own burned copies of the CD in the club on a night when he wasn’t playing, but
that was a few years ago. I don’t think he even plays all that much these days.”102 I leaned
into Stewart’s SUV for quite a while, listening to his CD, a pretty standard Delta play on
contemporary Chicago blues guitar styles, with a notable integration of some of the more
‘downhome’ soul blues repertoire, as is common for Delta artists of his generation.
Razorblade is a good guitarist, an energizing entertainer, and he leads a good band. His
CD opens with an introduction in which he explains his various ‘trademarks,’ a sliding
“uh-huh” vocal figure and corresponding guitar lick. “Now that’s my trademark, don’t try
and take none of that because it belongs to me.”103

Conversation with Ground Zero employee, Winter 2016.
Josh “Razorblade” Stewart, “Intro” from Live at Ground Zero, production and publication
details unclear. Burned CD-R purchased from the artist.
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Razorblade’s disgruntled attitude towards the established blues scene in
Clarksdale is not particularly unique; I had similar conversations (off the record) with
some of his contemporaries. Naturally, these artists are protective of their work, and
fully aware of the role that it plays in the local economy. In conversations with younger
artists, it takes a significant measure of intimacy to provoke discussions about reciprocity
or exploitation, and most will ultimately say that they’re just happy to have the
opportunity to play. Many of the older musicians are known to voice their ire, but
Razorblade is not bitter, he just wants to sell his CDs and to ensure his own legacy in
Clarksdale’s history. As we listened to Razorblade’s song “Every Goodbye Don’t Mean
I’m Gone,” we could see the crowd pouring out of Ground Zero as Super Chikan took a
set break. “Probably won’t ever play there again,” Razorblade said matter-of-factly. “But
that’s alright. I done played there already.” He would pass away two years later.

Conclusion: Immaterial Statecraft on the Blues Trail
Late in 2017 I attended an unveiling ceremony for the 200th Blues Trail Marker. A
centerpiece of blues tourism, the Blues Trail is a network of historical markers scattered
across the highways and small towns of the state, marking physical locations of
significance to the history of the blues. The Blues Trail project was started in 2006 by the
Mississippi Blues Commission and has been funded by the National Endowments for the
Arts, the National Endowment for the and Humanities, the Mississippi Department of
Transportation, and funds from tourism taxes collected by local governments. The 200th
marker was placed in Lyon Miss., effectively a suburb on the outskirts of Clarksdale, and
was commemorating the song “Rocket 88.” Originally recorded by Clarksdale natives
Jackie Brenston and Ike Turner with Sam Phillips at Memphis’ Sun Studios, “Rocket 88”
is widely acknowledged as the first rock and roll song. A spate of prominent state officials
were on hand at the unveiling, and a number of people spoke on the importance of the
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Mississippi Blues Foundation and the Blues Trail markers, each lionizing the practice of
heritage celebration as an economic boon and a sign of social progress for the state.
State Senator Lydia Chassaniol spoke at length on her love of culture, heritage,
and tourism and noted how happy she was to be there at the “crossroads of the blues,”
where they all meet. She went on to opine on the shifting perception in Mississippi,
where blues music used to be stigmatized and hated. Now that it’s saved communities
like Clarksdale that were on the brink of economic disaster, she wondered if it could
possibly save the state at large. Afterwards, I stood with “Catfish” Johnson, one of the
musicians who had been hired to play “Rocket 88” several times at the ceremony, and he
chafed at Chassaniol’s presence, referencing her membership in the Council of
Conservative Citizens, which I later learned is the contemporary incarnation of the White
Citizens Councils of the past, whose self-determined role it was to enforce Jim Crow laws
at the community level. When the first blues festivals were getting started in the midseventies, the Citizens Councils were staunchly opposed to blues tourism taking hold.
Today the Council of Conservative Citizens is acknowledged by the Southern Poverty
Law Center as a white supremacist organization. Chassaniol’s support of the blues
tourism industry despite her racial politics reflects the deeply problematic relationship
that the state has with its own past even as it seeks to salvage declining cultural
traditions in the service of economic revitalization.
For leaders like these, blues tourism represents a cunning political expedient;
Chassaniol, who has spoken out directly against mixed-raced marriage and integrated
schools, is able to present a political agenda that engages in the rhetoric and discourse of
social progress without muddying up her own radical conservative politics. The political
statement of support for the blues allows culture brokers to pursue a novel form of
statecraft, reminiscent of that examined by Steingo in South Africa, establishing
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objectives that benefit business owners and local leaders in rural communities. Cultural
brokers can thereby ostensibly support the civic mythology of racial reconciliation
without actually supporting the specific needs of black people whose memories and
histories comprise the raw material of blues culture in the region. Artists like Catfish may
bemoan the power and influence that officials like Chassaniol wield, but they play on.
Their musical labor is only complicated by the many competing narratives of heritage
and sociality.
At the event, as the hired band played through multiple iterations of “Rocket 88,”
musical pasts and presents were entangled in a practice of immaterial labor. The sounds
of Ike Turner and Jackie Brenston, as well as Catfish Johnson, were circumscribed by the
many regimes of value discussed throughout this chapter. Even decades past, the
musical work of recording “Rocket 88,” and arguably inventing rock and roll out of the
raw material of Delta blues, has a role to play in the contemporary political economy of
heritage practice. Just as Joe Ayers, Bud Welch, Bilbo Walker, and Razorblade Stewart
did throughout the weekends of the JJF, Catfish Johnson now navigates the desires and
expectations of the touristic network in which he works. Listening to these performances
through the lens of labor, these artists’ own experiences reflect a much broader range of
personal and local values. Catfish is paid, however modestly, to play an event where a
state official whom he abhors will speak to the value of his work to the state. But he
himself values the Blues Trail and the opportunities that the tourism industry offers him
and his career. And his performance of “Rocket 88,” a personalized interpretation, is
heavily documented, contributing to the legacy of his own role in the history of the
music.
It’s easy for officials to offer support to local tradition against ostensible
extinction and decline while not necessarily compromising their own competing socio119

political values. This is the contemporary statecraft that emerges from the intersection of
Mississippi politics and blues heritage, and it occurs on a platform that would not exist
without the immaterial labor of local musicians like Catfish. As we’ll see in the next two
chapters, there are still broader and more variable dynamics at play elsewhere in the
state, where tourism is less established, and local officials seek to benefit from these
practices. There are fundamentally different cultural and collective memories in different
towns celebrating altogether different musical traditions that comprise more and more
complex mythologies of blues heritage, but that continue to interact and engage many of
the same regimes of value that are mapped onto the Clarksdale scene.
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Chapter four: Navigating Heritage Regimes on the Soul
Blues Scene
Black modernity is figured in the textural interweaving of nostalgia and critical memory.
Hence, it is ceaselessly dependent on the peculiar light and responsiveness brought to
bear on it. Black modernity’s stylistic and political resonances are ever-varying in their
appearances. With respect to the politics of style, only a sweet and beautiful
reasonableness of future expectations can nostalgically write the past.
- Houston Baker104
A Mississippi Blues Trail historical marker adorns the sidewalk in front of the
building on Issaquena Avenue that was once Wade Walton’s barber shop in Clarksdale.
The building now houses a walk-up barbecue window with a few picnic tables out front
called The Pit, and a seemingly abandoned establishment simply marked ‘Blues Club.’
Walton was a well-known musician active in the Clarksdale scene beginning in the
1940s. Although he chose to pursue a career as a barber, music remained a constant in
Walton’s life; he’s said to have sung while cutting hair, “slapping out rhythms with a
straight razor and strap.” He was recorded and interviewed by prominent blues scholars
and was known for his willingness to aid researchers and early tourists on their quests
through Clarksdale, introducing them to other musicians around the Delta. Many of the
most iconic Clarksdale blues figures had their hair cut regularly by Walton, including
Howlin’ Wolf, Sonny Boy Williamson II, and Ike Turner. The sign out front bearing his
name is the first historical marker that travelers see when they enter Clarksdale from the
East, which most do, headed into town off of Highway 61 on their vacation qua blues
quest.
I did just this myself, pulling into the parking lot of Walton’s old shop on the
weekend of my first visit to Sunflower River Blues and Gospel Festival in 2013. I was
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accompanied by a local friend who suggested The Pit for dinner. Stepping out of the car,
I was immediately struck by the music playing over the restaurant’s stereo, a music that I
had not heard before. The sound of the blues permeates the sonic experience of
Clarksdale by design. Travelers are likely to hear blues music playing either through a
stereo system or in a live performance at any given time in the downtown area,
particularly in a centralized location like Walton’s shop, and particularly during a festival
weekend. This made it all the more surprising that as I approached The Pit that I did not
hear blues music. Or at least I didn’t think I heard blues music–I thought I heard some
kind of funky late-eighties R&B. When the proprietor of The Pit, an upper-middle aged
black man, saw me, clearly a white tourist (there would be no reason to feign ‘researcher’
at this point) walking up, he quickly called back into the establishment for the employees
to “shut that shit off.” The music was cut short and the more familiar crackling sounds of
a ragged, single string guitar solo began to play. I recognized it immediately as a classic
Elmore James cut. I asked the man what they had been listening to before. He chuckled
and asked where I was from.
When I got back in my friend’s car, I told her what had happened and she
explained to me that that hadn’t been R&B I’d heard, but something she jokingly
described as “grown folks music.” I later came to understand that this was a music most
often referred to as soul blues, a blues music more directly related to soul and funk than
anything conventionally known as ‘Delta blues.’ It is a current blues genre, active since
the late-seventies, that is almost exclusively popular amongst black people around the
South and Midwest today, a fact that challenged some basic demographic assumptions
about blues listenership that I carried with me into the field. It is a blues that belies the
sounds of downhome revivalism, relying heavily on the timbral and textural aesthetics of
Soul, R&B, and gospel. It often uses elaborate horn parts, intricately arranged back-up
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vocal harmonies, processed guitars, and virtuosic, contemporary gospel style drumming.
It is variously known as soul blues, southern soul, or southern soul blues. When I asked
Bobby Rush what his music was, he laughed at me and said “it’s just the blues, man.” To
many white listeners I’ve spoken with, however, it’s an overly commercialized music that
ought to be referred to as R&B or soul; certainly not the blues.
This kind of discursive categorization places the music in a contentious position
relative to the larger social, cultural, and economic role of the blues in Mississippi,
delimiting notions of what is and isn’t to be included. Inasmuch as the perception of soul
blues reflects many white listeners’ internalization of conventional understandings or
even regimes of what the blues is, a space is left open for black fans of this music to stake
a very personal sort of claim. My episode at The Pit reflected a certain set of expectations
associated with listener mobility and blues music that effectively put me in my place as a
non-local white guy. Not only did the proprietor of The Pit turn off the music when I
arrived, limiting both my access to the music and my knowledge about his or his staff’s
musical affinities, he chose to not even qualify my questioning about it. His response,
‘Where you from?’ is a common refrain amongst business owners in Clarksdale, where
the vast majority of blues fans seem to be white out-of-towners. Brushing aside my
curiosity about the music, his question situated me within this community of travelers.
By switching the stereo from soul blues to Elmore James, he acquiesced to what he
knows to be the expectations of most of his white, out-of-town customers. Elmore James
could have been any mid-century, Mississippi-born, male guitar icon captured on
scratchy tape; what this business owner knows is that so many travelers come to
Clarksdale with dreams of discovering that this sort of downhome blues is still popular,
particularly amongst local black people. If “Dust My Broom” is playing on the stereo of a
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black-owned business, the average out-of-town patron is more likely to be endeared to
their establishment than if the latest soul blues mixtape is bumping.
As I discuss elsewhere, tourists in the Delta are often seeking a certain
affirmation with regard to the cultural practice of an imagined rural black Southern folk;
white blues fans recreating their own personal Lomaxian experience seek the
contemporary remnants of the cultures that mid-century scholars documented; they
listen for the sounds of heritage in spaces they presume it to be. This is a large part of the
fantasy of blues tourism, but it is, of course, no more a reality now than it was
throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Blues scholarship has consistently
emphasized the folk roots of the blues–the insular authenticity of a music untouched by
modernity or the musical eclecticism of cultural contact. In doing so, it has often ignored
the arguably more accurate commercial genesis of the music and the eclectic relationality
reflected in a more cosmopolitan generic historiography. I argue that soul blues, a music
that is sonically couched in an undeniable relationship with funk, gospel, and of course,
soul, serves as a kind of key to one significant historical reality of Southern black blues
culture, belying the tired authenticities of conventional blues discourse and wearing its
generic relationality on its sleeve.
As such, suffice it to say that soul blues falls well outside of those popular regimes
of meaning and value that undergird blues heritage tourism in the state of Mississippi,
particularly those predicated on conventional notions of folkloric authenticity. But it
would be an oversimplification to say that soul blues is completely absent from blues
tourism in Mississippi. Some of the genre’s biggest names headline tourist-centric
festivals from time to time, and it is common to see one or two soul blues acts peppered
into any given lineup. Soul blues’ repertoire and stylistic influence reveal themselves
pervasively in the context of the larger blues scene. Moreover, soul blues events
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themselves often constitute a seemingly distinct type of blues tourism. Whereas places
like Clarksdale attract a mostly white, long-distance (often international) community of
travelers, soul blues events tend to attract black regional visitors, often with familial ties
to the region. But the music continues to occupy a contested space in the still prevalent
conversation about what is (to quote Roger Stolle) “real deal blues.” Questions emerge,
then, around what ‘counts’ as the blues to whom in the Mississippi blues scene: what
passes under the stylistic regimes of Mississippi’s blues-as-heritage complex, indexing a
commodity value that’s directly connected to the sounds of certain styles, and what social
and cultural utilities reveal themselves in the celebration of specific styles. In turn, larger
questions are raised about the social and political valences of production and
consumption. Specifically, the agency of a people to claim category–what are they
making and what are they listening to–is circumscribed by the stark demographic fissure
that runs through popular perceptions of the soul blues scene.
In this chapter I’ll explore the relationship between soul blues and the sonic
expectations of the blues scene and consider the function of the music as pertains to the
community of people who come together to celebrate it. This community is not, by and
large, present at the events that dominate the calendar in touristic centers like
Clarksdale. But it is often comprised of tourists, and it does celebrate a sense of tradition
that constitutes a kind of collective cultural heritage. I argue that events like the Mules &
Blues Fest (MBF) in Marks, Mississippi, and the Mississippi Delta Blues & Heritage
Festival in Greenville, Mississippi represent an alternative cultural heritage discourse for
many black attendees, a sort of counter heritage that fundamentally departs from the
presiding discourse in the state. Soul blues is structured around a unique juxtaposition,
blues memories are set in a contemporary sonic framework, invoking a tension between
black country nostalgia and sonic afro-modernity that is seemingly subverted by the
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revivalist ideologies of so much conventional blues-as-heritage practice in the state. The
affective outcome befits the setting of this music as I experienced it, in places where
black Mississippians are struggling for recognition, trying to benefit from the rising tide
of blues tourism, and generally staking their claim in the heritage discourses of the state.
At once this points to both the plasticity of heritage discourse, the fragmented nature of
blues style (and the historical work that has contributed to that fragmentation), and the
complex assemblage of cultural and social expediencies that can serve local
communities. These tensions share discursive analogies across the history of blues
listening, including, for example, the allegorical reframing of John W. Work, III’s project
ideas in Coahoma County in the early 1940s. Soul blues and the musical intimacies that
are practiced at these events represent a provocative assertion in the ongoing blues
heritage discourse of the state that has lasted for decades and that continues to polarize
the implied post-racialism of the state’s blues project.

Marks, Mississippi and the Mules and Blues Celebration
To the large majority of passers-by, the rural Delta town of Marks, Miss., is not
much more than a speed trap town; a stop sign or two guarding the two-lane highways
that run between Oxford and Clarksdale to the East and West, and Memphis and the
infinite small towns to the North and South. In many ways, Marks and the surrounding
area of Quitman County are indicative of the small towns that dot the upper-Mississippi
Delta; around 1,500 majority black residents where a significant portion of the
population lives below the poverty line, along with a small community of wealthy white
families that taken together produces a stark inequality, reflecting the long-standing
agrarian social and economic structure in the region. Indeed, black poverty and white
wealth in the area has its roots in the planter-sharecropper economy of the postReconstruction era. The historical arc of Marks’ and Quitman County’s population
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demographics mirrors Clarksdale and Coahoma; giant, productive plantations farmed
first by enslaved laborers and then sliced up to be rented to sharecroppers and tenants
by the early twentieth century. Marks claims a collective identity that is rooted in both
the agrarian Southern way of life and the history of precarity and the long-term political
struggle that it wrought.
Apropos of the regional trend, that identity has become intentionally entangled
with local music histories. Quitman County has two markers on the Blues Trail, it is the
birthplace of Sunnyland Slim and John Lee Hooker (Hooker’s actual birthplace is
debatable, but it’s somewhere in the area, and the marker sits within county lines). The
town also has an important and complex political history as a rural pressure point of the
Civil Rights struggle, Marks is primarily known as ‘birthplace of the Poor People’s
Campaign’ (PPC). In 1968, under the leadership of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the
Southern Christian Leadership Campaign (SCLC) initiated the PPC to draw awareness to
the extreme poverty in the county and to lobby for income equality. At the time, Marks
was known as the poorest town in the poorest state in the country. The Mule Train, a
mule-drawn, covered wagon caravan that began in Marks and ended on the National
lawn at a collective campsite called ‘Resurrection City’ was to be the primary
demonstration of the campaign. The early planning of the event was headed up by Dr.
King, who, it is said, chose Marks after visiting and observing the living conditions of the
poorest residents in town. King was in Marks on March 18th of 1968, visiting to draw
attention and publicity to the campaign. A little over two weeks later, he was
assassinated in Memphis, where he was appearing in support of the sanitation workers’
strike, which he considered to be an important part of the PPC. The next month the Mule
Train went on as planned, solidifying Marks as a minor historical landmark in the
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history of the struggle for civil rights in the region.105 Marks remains a largely
impoverished town, and as is the case in so many other small towns in the region, Marks
and Quitman County have learned that the celebration of historical legacy holds
potential for the area in its quest for upward mobility, and they have responded
accordingly.
The MBF, which was inaugurated in 2015, is put on by the city of Marks in
partnership with the SCLC. The festival couples the celebration of the town’s civil rights
legacy with the popularity and festivity of regional blues histories in an effort to attract
tourism and, in turn, uplift the economy. I spoke at length with Dr. Hilliard Lackey,
meeting one afternoon in his office at Jackson State University, an historically black
university in Jackson, Miss., where he teaches classes in history and urban higher
education. Dr. Lackey is a Marks native and an organizer and emcee of the MBF. His
emceeing performance will be discussed below. Dr Lackey’s book, Marks, Martin, and
the Mule Train, is the only monograph fully devoted to Marks’ largely under-recognized
civil rights story. Dr. Lackey and a group of local officials began the MBF as part of a
larger movement to draw attention to the town and its history in the hopes of jumpstarting heritage tourism with the long-term goal of revitalizing the local economy.
Lackey relayed to me what is now a widely known narrative of economic decline in the
state, beginning with the mechanization of cotton production, which hit black residents
of Quitman County particularly hard. By the 1960s, when Dr. King and other prominent
political figures made trips to the town, poverty was widespread and seemingly

Hilliard Lackey, Marks, Martin, and the Mule Train: Marks, Mississippi, and the Origin of the
1968 Poor People’s Campaign Mule Train (Bloomington: XLIBRIS 2014).
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insurmountable.106 Over the years, a lack of sufficient educational opportunities,
housing, health care, and other infrastructure, coupled with and spurred by racism in the
area, has contributed to a sheer inability for black communities in the Delta to improve
upon quality of life, and left residents grasping for any economic opportunities.107
Ever since Dr. King’s death and the Mule Train, Dr. Lackey has been seeking to
draw recognition for Marks’ deserved place in the historical narrative of the Civil Rights
movement. His enthusiasm for Marks’ historical recognition seems to outweigh his
personal investment in tourism as an economic mechanism, or in the blues itself,
although he recognizes the logic of cultural expediency and has ultimately welcomed the
trend of blues tourism to his town. In the 1990s, local organizers sought out state and
federal consultation and were told that they had the resources to make Marks a tourist
attraction. The convergence of the Mule Train history and blues festivity came naturally,
but funding and opportunity came slowly. “We consulted with planners, we had the
Department of Archives and History, we had all kinds of economic and tourism
[consultation] and state commissioned studies... and they said ‘Well, the future of this
place has to be tourism.’” Lackey joked about the rise of blues tourism, noting the
emergence of a questionable number of different grave sites attributed to Robert
Johnson (“He’s here! No, he’s over here!”) as a sign that the town simply needed to
“claim something” to get tourism rolling. “So, we decided that the Mules was our niche;
the blues is everybody’s niche, so we’re just claiming our piece of the pie. But we’re
gonna add Mules to our blues.” Today, tourism brochures for Quitman County read
“Civil Rights. Civil War. Music Legends. All in one Place.”108
Notably, in 1967, Robert F. Kennedy also traveled to Marks as part of a tour through the Delta
observing poverty and precarity in predominantly black neighborhoods. See: “Remembering
RFK.’s trip to the Mississippi Delta,” Facing South: a Voice for the Changing South online blog.
107 Interview with Dr. Hilliard Lackey, Fall 2018.
108 Ibid.
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Not surprisingly, the notion of heritage was a recurring theme in conversations I
had with Dr. Lackey and other local officials and organizers. King’s visit is the stuff of
legend amongst Marks residents; anecdotal accounts of him being brought to tears by
the sight of dilapidated housing and inadequate school lunches were frequently
referenced by older folks that I spoke to in the town. The Mule Train is commemorated
in Marks by a historical marker on the Mississippi Freedom Trail, a collection of signs
honoring civil rights history in the state. The unveiling of the Marks Freedom Trail
marker was the main event at the inaugural MBF, the year before I arrived in
Mississippi. Current iterations have also been focused on the ongoing effort to have an
Amtrak station built in Marks. Local official Velma Wilson, now acting as Quitman
County’s director of economic development, talked to me about the unique relationship
that small, predominantly black Delta towns like Marks could have with tourism in the
state. In bigger, more high-profile hubs of blues history and culture like Clarksdale, the
touristic vectors that emerge largely reflect those white, upper-middle class, out-of-town
communities of blues fans who celebrate the revivalism of juke joint iconicity discussed
in the previous chapter. Officials and promoters like Wilson and Dr. Lackey would
welcome any visitors and attendees to their events, but their focus is primarily on a much
different set of touristic modalities, one more rooted in local people, their families, and
communities.
“We tie our festival to the high school homecoming and that helps, too,” Ms.
Wilson pointed out to me when I asked her why they choose to hold the MBF on the
same weekend as Helena, Arkansas’ King Biscuit Blues Festival, one of the biggest blues
festivals in the country, held just 30 miles from Marks across the river, all but
eliminating the possibility that conventional out-of-town blues fans would come to
Marks. We had been chatting about demographics, who would attend their festival, and
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why. They want to attract as many fans and tourists as possible, but her comment about
homecoming affirmed something Dr. lackey had also emphasized to me, that tourism in
Marks has as much to do with “return tourism, and then migration” as it does with
attracting the Australian blues fans who fly around the world to come to Clarksdale every
April. Lackey: “Yeah man, homecoming was off the chain this year. Folks were really
excited to come back with Bobby [Rush] playing the festival. We did that right.” Both
Wilson and Lackey made it clear that there is an underlying desire to attract young
people with real roots in Marks, either young professionals who grew up in Marks and
moved away for college, or people with generational connections to the town. They view
the MBF, at least in part, as a way to attract these people. They attend homecoming, see
the festival, see the Freedom Trail sign, hopefully, eventually, travel via Amtrak and see
how easily they could get to Chicago, New Orleans, Atlanta, Houston, and ultimately
consider the possibility of moving back.109
As such, the MBF is part of a broader set of intentional efforts that represent a
much different engagement with the potentialities of tourism in Marks, and a much
different engagement with those regimes of value that undergird musical touristics
elsewhere in the state. My experience in Marks shifted my expectations about blues
festivity in the state dramatically. The festival was still a tool of economic, and even
political expediency, functioning as a statement in the discourse on music and cultural
heritage in the state, but critically, it was clearly not an event that was meant to attract
mostly white out-of-town fans listening for the kind of country or juke joint blues
authenticity that can be found in Clarksdale. Musical festivity at Marks was explicitly
crafted around the celebration of a history of political, economic, and social struggle for
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Interviews with Lackey and Wilson, fall 2018
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local black people, and it was largely attended to by those local black people and their
visiting friends and family, in an attempt to bolster that community in a meaningful way.
The large majority of festivals in Mississippi are simply celebrations of the blues, meant
to contribute to the ongoing project of sustaining and conserving the tradition. While the
idea and imagery of interracial, multicultural celebration is central to the overarching
project of Mississippi’s blues heritage, the explicit acknowledgement, much less
celebration of any sort of political history is rarely present. This was not the case in
Marks. As I’ll discuss below, the experience at the MBF represented a demographic shift
in my expectations, but also a musical one. Marks was where I first learned about soul
blues music and began to recognize an underlying, almost implicit set of heritage
regimes, regimes of value that are fundamentally tied to musical style and to the music
touristics of different festivities around the state.

Mules and Blues Festivity
I had passed through Marks on my way to Clarksdale many times before I pulled
into town on the day of the second annual MBF. A few months into my research, I was
already accustomed to the distant echoing sound of an outdoor P.A. slowly coming into
aural focus, indicating that whatever event I was attending was, in fact, occurring. A
makeshift wooden stage was situated across the lawn of an impressive and imposing
courthouse, surely the sturdiest and most well-kempt structure in a town of largely
dilapidated storefronts. Notably, the façade of the courthouse is engraved with the
foreboding and outrageous phrase “obedience to the law is liberty.” Spread out across the
adjoining green space that lays in front of the stage, a crowd of several hundred fans was
seated in camping and lawn chairs, but a much larger portion of them were up and
dancing than I was used to seeing at local blues festivals. On stage, a middle-aged black
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man was dressed in a sparkly black blazer with billowing pleated black dress slacks,
shiny black shoes and a black fedora.

Figure 14. Mainstage at the Mules & Blues Fest. Photo by author.
Otis ‘TCB’ Taylor and his trio of female dancers launched into “Mississippi Boy,” now a
standardized soul blues number that is a male cover/response to Denise Lasalle’s more
famous “Mississippi Woman.” The music was funky, energetic, and precise. There were
loud synth-parts imitating a horn section, a virtuosic guitar, and backup singers with
choreographed dances. “I’m just a Mississippi boy, I’ve got Mississippi mud on my shoes,
I’m just a Mississippi boy, I wanna get back to my blues.” Nostalgic lines about collards
and cornbread, drinking moonshine on the porch, and singing the blues were laid over a
funky, rocking, R&B blues song with soulful vocals. Many of the crowd were
enthusiastically responsive.
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In my mind, the novelty of the moment was a demographic anomaly; with the
exception of myself and four or five friends I was meeting, this crowd of roughly 1,500
was nearly all black and largely local. On the one hand, this shouldn’t have been
surprising in a town that is and has always been majority black, but everyone knows that
black people don’t listen to the blues anymore.110 Early in my research I had envisioned
this project to be, at least in part, a study of white fascination, or even fetishization of
black blues culture; white blues fans constructing and celebrating nostalgic notions of a
black country folk; a conservative controlled state reconstructing its notions of cultural
heritage using images of blackness as a mode of whitewashing long-standing racist
heritage discourse. These racialized frames presupposed an image of black blues fandom
as a thing of the past, but I suddenly found myself surrounded by black blues fans, and as
such, I suddenly found myself inhabiting a historical-scholarly role that I had very much
not intended; the well-funded white researcher traveling into a poor black community to
examine localized traditions and customs. For all my critical deconstruction of Lomax
and his contemporaries, and of the touristic mindset that is grounded in their legacy, as I
began to engage with the scene at Marks it became increasingly challenging for me to
disconnect my own positionality from those mobilities and auralities that I argue
comprise the folkloric project.
As I walked around speaking with attendees, it was clear that most were from
Marks, or at least from this part of the Delta. There were a few visitors from Memphis,
but for the most part, not too many attendees had traveled more than 30 miles. While I
didn’t attempt to survey an adequate sample of the crowd, I was afforded some
demographic evidence through what I’ll call an impromptu survey taken by the emcee, a
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more boisterous Dr. Lackey than I would later encounter in his Jackson State office, who,
between acts entertained the crowd with comedic interludes. I took down notes as he
screamed “if yall from Quitman County make some noise!!” “If yall from Lambert make
some noise!” He listed several close by regions, ending with: “If you from the just plain
country jump up on your damn feet and make some noise!”
Lackey’s performance at the festival provided me with a bit of an introduction
into the complex relationship between soul blues and the larger framework of blues
expressivity in contemporary Mississippi. Lackey, now a distinguished professor at an
HBCU in the state capitol, traded heavily on tropes of countrified authenticity in his
crowd interactions. One highlight was a contest he hosted while the headliners were
setting up the stage, in which he called on members of the crowd to imitate farm
animals. If this seemed random, it was soon clear that there was a healthy subsection of
attendees who had participated in this kind of competition before, and were well
equipped to imitate a cow, a pig, a rooster, or a hen. The best imitations received a $5
prize. There were other trivia, most of which concerned life ‘down on the farm,’ or ‘back
in the good old days’; questions about picking cotton, milking cows, and a quiz about
what basic items of everyday life were called back when ‘they were children.’ All of this
reflected a sense of credibility and authenticity based on agrarian life that seemed to
engender a sense of community in a provocative way, at once complicating notions about
racialized values of place and the historical narratives that permeate heritage
celebration. I’ll address this further below, but it’s worth noting that blues music has
always employed ‘country life’ as one of its regular textual topics. As such, Lackey’s
performance would not have been surprising, were it not for the extent to which soul
blues, musically, has a decidedly urban contemporary sonic ethos that one might expect

135

to eschew any nostalgias of old-fashioned agrarian black life. This represents just one of
the productive ambiguities of this music for the community that consumes it.
The MBF has only existed since 2015. Competing directly with the King Biscuit
Blues Festival, it is hidden within perhaps the busiest weekend of the region’s festival
season. In 2016, I followed the advice of my friend Scott Barretta, a public blues scholar,
radio host, and adjunct professor of sociology at the University of Mississippi who told
me that it would be worth forgoing Saturday at ‘the Biscuit’ to attend the small festival in
Marks. Scott’s recommendation specifically cited the headlining artist, Bobby Rush, a
nationally celebrated veteran of the blues scene who worked in the 1950s in Chicago
alongside Jimmy Reed, Muddy Waters, and many others. In 2017, Rush won his first
Grammy award at the age of 83. Ironically, the album, Porcupine Meat, won the award
for ‘best traditional blues album,’ despite being a nearly perfect expression of the
contemporary southern soul blues genre, which so many blues purists would decry as
being anything but traditional. Over the course of the few years I’ve attended, the festival
featured most of the prominent soul blues artists, some younger and more local than
Rush. But the MBF is not without some stylistic diversity, and this is an ongoing
discussion amongst festival organizers. Velma Wilson emphasized to me that she was
hoping to expand the generic range of the festival, certainly beyond soul blues, and even
beyond the blues itself. She noted that she had hoped to include some country acts,
seeming to imply that she wants to attract more of the white community of local Marks
residents. Notably, her comment elicited a pointed response from her young assistant
Bea, who later told me she had been begging Ms. Wilson to book local hip-hop acts.
Conversely, Dr. Lackey told me that “we want the endemic blues, the blues that grew out
of the feeling and thinking, the belief system, the culture, of our folks in Quitman
County…”
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Particularly in the first two years, the festival relied heavily on the Clarksdale
scene. When I arrived at the MBF in 2016, Clarksdale artist Super Chikan was
performing. Super Chikan is well documented and popular in the region, and I was
already pretty familiar with his music. He was recorded by Jim O’Neal’s Rooster Blues
Records in the late 1990s, and he’s a go-to interview subject for journalists and other
researchers looking for a contemporary voice from the Delta blues scene. Super Chikan
has an all-female band, an uncommon image in the hyper-masculine setting of the Delta
juke joint scene, but not unheard of in soul blues. His music is a cool boogie-woogie
blues that sits slightly off-kilter of, but effectively represents the modern juke joint style,
which he performs with an energy that extends beyond the expectations of that
downhome revivalist regime. Super Chikan’s music is tight and it employs a wider range
of timbres and texture than many of the juke joint acts he plays with in Clarksdale. These
characteristics allowed him to crossover into the soul blues scene with ease. This notion
of crossover is an important one in the perception of what soul blues is, exactly. As I
noted earlier, there are plenty of mostly white fans, culture brokers, and tourism
promoters, particularly in and around Clarksdale, who claim that soul blues is not blues
music at all, that it’s soul music, or R&B, urban contemporary. At the hotel lobby bar
outside the Blues Music Awards in Memphis, I asked Vasti Jackson, Bobby Rush’s band
leader, what he thought about claims that soul blues was not actually a form of blues
music. He responded that soul blues is “music on the other side of the cotton curtain.”
Jackson left it at that, but I took his meaning to be that there is a stylistic boundary
around what is conventionally thought of as the blues. The ‘cotton curtain’ protects those
sounds that ‘count’ in the aural regimes of blues heritage, perhaps connoting the same
auralities discussed in chapter two of this dissertation. Mapping the historical emergence
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of soul blues is not the focus of this discussion, but a brief overview reveals a certain
historical narrative that I argue is under-represented in larger blues discourse.

Soul Blues
The historiographical understanding of blues music as a folk tradition is not
invalid or illegitimate, it is simply one historical perspective which carries with it a
particular set of values and meanings. As I discussed in chapter two, the circulation of
these discourses has been mapped onto contemporary listening practices of fans as a
historical aural modality, dictating or informing what many fans are listening for when
they hear the blues. My own personal and ethnographic experience has revealed that
many of the most avid blues fans employ modes of listening that are deeply rooted in
that particular historical perspective learned from folklore and revivalism. When
dedicated revivalist blues fans listen to the blues, they listen for a certain set of
authenticating indicators of historical discourse and archival value; the folk blues
episteme of archival aurality. Inasmuch as we can draw a historical lineage of the blues
as a folk music, a ‘downhome’ practice evolved from rural tradition, we can just as easily
draw a historical lineage that reveals the music to have evolved as a popular music, a
cosmopolitan commercial music of the urban black middle class. Favoring this narrative
also reflects its own specific historical perspective. Contemporary blues practice,
seemingly always situated towards the past, is continuously articulating the historical
perspectives of its performers and listeners. Any blues played on a solo acoustic guitar, in
12-bar form, is bound to reflect auralities grounded in the folkloric perspective. It should
already be clear, then, that soul blues reflects a second, alternative perspective.
Soul blues is the product of a long evolution of entangled black popular musics;
commercial musics that have been denied a certain credence of authenticity by
prominent (often white) blues scholars; vaudeville, and traveling stage show music,
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classic blues of the race records era, and jump blues and early rhythm and blues, on up
to the deep southern soul and funk of the 1960s out of which soul blues ultimately
emerged. The first soul blues artists were singers from the great soul labels of the
American South, hitmakers from Stax Records, Hi Records, and Fame studios. The full
historical narrative of the soul blues genre is certainly not contained in the story of
Malaco Records, but many of the genre’s most iconic sounds were produced by the
Jackson, Mississippi-based private press label. The label had its first hit in 1976 with
Dorothy Moore’s “Misty Blue.” Moore was a gospel and R&B singer who, like many on
Malaco’s roster, saw an avenue towards revitalizing their careers through an emergent
blues trend. Malaco would go on to release late-career hits by Southern soul veterans like
Bobby “Blue” Bland, Z.Z. Hill, Little Milton, and Johnnie Taylor, as well as Denise
LaSalle, who is often recognized as “the queen of the blues.” LaSalle’s catalog is an
excellent expression of soul blues, from X-rated, sultry, ‘grown folks’ ballads, to, well, Xrated, sultry, funk blues jams. One of her most enduring claims to fame is popularizing
the phrase “Lady in the streets, freaky in the bedroom,” on her 1983 release “A Lady in
the Street.” I can’t recommend enough that the reader look up “Downhome Blues (Xrated)” as a listening example.
Relative to so many blues musics that are valued for existing within strictly
guarded boundaries of authenticity, soul blues wears its sonic and stylistic relationality
to other musics on its sleeve. There is no soul blues without funky, slapped bass lines and
comped guitar chords that would be swiftly deemed the indicators of some other music.
For many obsessive romantics of blues revivalism, soul blues is a non-starter, it is simply
not the blues because it does not adhere to the revivalist regime; taken to the extreme,
simply the presence of a drum set would accomplish this disqualification, much less a
six-string bass guitar run through an effects processing board. The music’s energy is
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often derived from an aggressive blues shuffle, the doubled rhythms of which rub up
against rock aesthetics. And the vocals require a dexterity rooted in gospel and deep soul
performance.
There is no standard song form: we are as likely to hear a 12-bar blues as we are
to hear any other form, with any number of dramatic modulations or other structural
and well-arranged shifts. The guitar parts range widely within the style itself; there are
single string electric blues solos, note-for-note references of Muddy Waters and Elmore
James riffs, double string rock and roll boogies, lush extended soul harmonies, and
frequent staccato funk grooves. If there is a standard instrumentation, it would have to
include at least one keyboard, primarily imitating horn sections, multiple guitars, a bass
(Bobby Rush sometimes has two), a virtuosic drummer with an elaborate kit, and more
often than not, a couple of backing vocalists. A given blues artist in the hill country is
expected to play slide guitar in the style of Fred McDowell or Kenny Brown; a given
electric juke joint band is expected to have a vocalist with the grain of Big Jack Johnson
and guitar licks of Albert King; if a given soul blues artist is expected to do anything
specific, it may be to tease gospel sounds, dance like James Brown, or cover “Purple
Rain.” This was the case with the artist Sweet Angel, who slipped several gospel songs
into her set, apologizing that she had forgotten she was on the blues stage, rather than at
church, before pulling out her saxophone and soloing at length through a Prince medley.
It’s this reference and relationality that gives soul blues its personality, but it also
frequently exempts it from some spaces of blues celebration, particularly those inhabited
by white tourists who expect nothing but, to use the parlance of Roger Stolle, “real deal,
downhome blues.” Indeed, all of this flies in the face of what many blues fans (at least
those whose expectations and desires intersect with a certain touristic vector modality
marketed by the state’s tourism industry) anticipate when they travel to Mississippi to
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consume the blues. Part of the allure of the Mississippi blues scene, as romanticized by
generations of popular discourse, is a sense that artists are self-taught or even semiamateur, occupying musical, political, and social ontologies of folkloric isolation. There
is a well-known stereotype that many fans expect: work clothes, acoustic guitar,
moonshine on a porch, etc. There are those artists in the Delta who genuinely fulfill that
expectation, and their value and credibility as artists is not to be discounted, but when
soul blues artists take the stage, these images are only present in nostalgic rhetoric.
There are sequins, high heels, tight dresses, elaborate suits, choreographed dances, and
sometimes bejeweled goblets of brandy, rather than mason jars of moonshine. Most of
the fans I’ve talked to have been confounded by these characteristics.

Bobby Rush
The headliner that afternoon at Marks was a well-known artist named Bobby
Rush, who frequently headlines soul blues festivals, as well as larger, more stylistically
diverse events like the Crescent City Blues & BBQ Festival in New Orleans. I also saw
him a few weeks later on a double bill in Memphis with Buddy Guy, perhaps the most
famous living blues musician of the classic Chicago blues scene. Rush’s career is a
veritable history book of American music. His performances lay out a precise road map
of popular music history, particularly black popular music, that stretches from the 1950s
up into the present. The MBF was the first time I saw Rush’s set. Since then, I’ve seen the
83-year-old artist perform the exact same set several times. In it, he tells his own story,
complete with ambiguously situated facts and mythologies. He begins with leaving his
hometown of Homer, Louisiana, and moving to Chicago, a home base from which he
traveled the Chitlin’ Circuit with B.B. King and Muddy Waters. In his set, he claims to
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have hired Muddy Waters on his first gig, a claim easily refuted by various texts, and
which he laughs off in backstage banter with local blues experts.
Nevertheless, Rush’s claim to have ‘been there’ in those canonical moments of
blues production is legit. His career is expansive. His earliest recordings sit firmly in the
style of the mid-century electric blues that was circulating between Chicago, Memphis,
and Helena, Arkansas and constructing the foundations of early rock music. His catalog
subsequently moves through various funk and soul styles, includes a very brief foray into
hip-hop, and veers into a revivalist roots aesthetic before arriving at the contemporary
soul blues sound. In his most recent releases, he seems to be bouncing back and forth
between these styles. Indeed, he is considered something of an elder statesman of
American music as its canonical histories have been crafted, and yet he is relatively
unknown on the national scene. This is partially because his early work was as a
sideman, but also because the bulk of his career was spent on the soul blues circuit,
recording for smaller private press labels like Malaco, which simply didn’t enjoy national
distribution.
Today Rush participates in the biggest blues events and tours in support of top
internationally recognized blues artists. He’s recently been on a world touring revue
sharing a bill with Stax artist William Bell and 1960’s blues revivalist Charlie
Musselwhite. He’s also recently toured with Taj Mahal and appears regularly with Buddy
Guy. Rush lays claim to the scope of American popular music, at least those black musics
that are most significantly historicized as having blues roots. Taken in whole, his recent
album and current road show reveal his music as an assemblage of these many sounds,
moments of specificity emphasizing different styles in the context of a larger musical
aesthetic that perfectly expresses what soul blues is. This is not an exacted stylistic
recipe, it’s simply what the crowd wants to hear.
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Rush’s set as he played it at the MBF is comprehensive, he employs blues, R&B,
and funk interchangeably and calls it all the blues. In his set, he alludes to the white theft
of rock and roll before doing an Elvis impersonation complete with fake sideburns and
Vegas-era sunglasses, takes out a sparkly glove and moonwalks as the band plays Billy
Jean, and hits on hip-hop, calling out an inevitable young person in the crowd looking at
a phone and saying that they probably only care about “the Snoop Dogg,” before claiming
that Snoop Dogg and the other rappers stole from Bobby Rush and the blues, too, and
rapping a quick verse.

Figure 15. Bobby Rush holds up a pair of oversize panties purportedly left
on his bedroom floor by an ex-girlfriend. Photo by author
This dynamic eclecticism is what caught me off guard that day in Marks, and forced me
to re-situate my basic understandings of what the blues is. When I began to talk to my
interlocutors about this music, a complex power dynamic of agency emerged that speaks
broadly the ways in which this music is used in the context of the state’s blues project,
143

and the place of race in the planning and execution of blues tourism. There’s an
important tension that emerges here between different regimes of value that speak to
fundamentally different touristic vectors.

Heritage Regimes
As I watched Bobby Rush perform at Marks, I began to think about the
intersection of this eclectic style, the celebration of local histories of political activism,
and the stark demographics of the crowd. This was a unique experience, particularly
relative to the King Biscuit Blues Festival that was going on an hour away, where a
largely white crowd of travelers had come from around the world to celebrate a blues
culture that purports to ‘not see race,’ and consume a mix of hill country, Delta, and
Americana rock blues that adhere pretty strictly to the regimes of downhome revivalism.
These are the aesthetic and social values that form the basis for the more common
celebrations of blues as heritage in Mississippi. What was clear to me at Marks, however,
was that there was a fundamentally different discourse of heritage construction
circulating that was very much effective for the people creating and consuming it.
Nevertheless, the question of soul blues in the larger context of blues tourism and
cultural economics raises skepticism amongst some powerful local actors.
Moving back to Clarksdale, I’ve had conversations with both tourists and local
business owners about soul blues, mostly in the context of Clarksdale’s Sunflower River
Blues and Gospel festival, which is a popular event that features a wide range of blues
styles. The Sunflower festival began in 1988 and featured several different regional blues
styles, including hill country, electric Delta, and downhome blues out of Bentonia,
Mississippi, further South in the Delta. In recent years, according to local blues scholar
Scott Barretta, local organizers have specifically pushed for the Sunflower festival to
feature acts that local black residents want to see, in response to the notable lack thereof
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at the Juke Joint Festival and other Clarksdale events. As such, there is a healthy dose of
soul blues on the bill every year, usually concentrated on Friday night. Local people
literally refer to it as black night at the festival. In 2017, the Sunflower festival was
particularly soul blues-heavy. The presence of local black folks was notable and
engendered a much stronger sense of community that attendees widely spoke of. I talked
with Will, a local tour guide whose tour company takes travelers around the Delta on
blues themed excursions. His comments about the festival were telling. I told him that
I’d had a particularly good time at the event, and he said “Yeah, it was good. I just feel
like it was wrong for them to call it a blues festival, with all of that R&B music. They
ought not to call that the blues.” Roger Stolle noted the weak economic impact that the
festival has; it was a rare instance in which the hotels were not fully booked, and his own
record store did not see an uptick in sales. When I pushed him on the issue, he admitted
that it was probably the result of all of the soul blues on the bill, and the lack of big name
acts of other styles that would attract more out-of-town attendees. Although he admitted
to being a fan of the music, Stolle spoke knowingly about the contentious position of soul
blues within discourses of blues authenticity.
The title of this chapter includes the phrase ‘navigating heritage regimes.’ If it
isn’t already apparent, though, it should be noted that there are not literal cultural
heritage regimes in the state of Mississippi, at least not in the institutional sense of
established rules and regulations safeguarding the sanctity of cultural tradition. The
construction of cultural heritage through the performance, preservation, presentation,
and commemoration of the blues is funded by public dollars and supported by the state,
but there are no legislation governing how the music can or should be used. Many
scholars have written, though, in some cases quite recently, about the extent to which
heritage practice is fundamentally a practice of power and governance, and that, to evoke
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Regina Bendix, “quality control and evaluation are always present” in practices of
heritage.111 My discussion of regimes is basically metaphorical, but the functional utility
of heritage regimes emerges from ongoing discussions of cultural sustainability and
economic viability that sit at the crux of a good bit of blues activity in the state.
Stolle is a former marketing executive, and in Clarksdale he promotes a very
neoliberal, free market approach to cultural sustainability and blues celebration. This is
to say that his methods of musical promotion are first and foremost influenced by
potential profit margins and he would be the first to admit to this. I argue that the
booking and promotion of concerts ultimately results in a governing of musical style
under the commodity logic of the heritage economy. Certain musics are emphasized in
certain festivals, primarily because of the ways in which public affinities translate to
profits for local businesses. At the JJF, Stolle drafts a cadre of artists to perform at his
events that he believes attendees will see as contributing to the project of keeping the
‘real deal blues’ alive. There is very little soul blues at the Juke Joint Festival, presumably
because he knows that if it becomes known as a soul blues event, it won’t bring tourists,
won’t contribute to economic revitalization, and won’t participate in the sustainability
project. The implications of stylistic governance that such a statement has are significant
when we consider the tremendous popularity of soul blues amongst local black folks, the
overwhelming absence of that community at the festival, and the extent to which this is
not seen as a priority for those running the show.
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Alternative Heritage Discourse and Practice
So, what is happening in Marks? I follow archaeologist and cultural heritage
scholar Laurajane Smith in understanding heritage not as a tangible or observable
object, but as a practice, or perhaps a discourse or even performance, that is “involved in
the construction and regulation of a range of values and understandings.”112 In
particular, values and meanings about the past contribute to the construction of a sense
of time and a sense of place. The management of heritage, as such, is a form of
intellectual or epistemological governance, governance of those notions of pastness that
work to inspire pride of place. This is exactly the intellectual expediency of blues music
for the state of Mississippi. Across the spectrum of blues fans, both local and non-local,
black and white, soul blues and acoustic downhome blues, there is conversation about
the music taking people back in time and carrying them across regional space; back to
the good ol’ days, back to the Delta, or even back to the cotton patch. Music is a vehicle,
in this sense, of exactly the kind of mobility that heritage discourse employs. This is what
I’ve realized was most interesting to me in Marks. I had been turning a critical eye on
white, non-local tourists who travel to Clarksdale and pay to stay in repurposed
sharecropper shacks in the middle of cotton fields, trading on nostalgic remembrances of
a time when black blues artists created this musical legacy, but also struggled under Jim
Crow laws and the many violent legacies of the state’s past. When the music began at
Marks, the same nostalgic register remained, this time recast as a celebration of struggle
against the precarities of the past.
The broader thrust of Smith’s book, Uses of Heritage, sets up two divergent types
of heritage discourse: the authorized discourse and the alternative discourse. She states:
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At one level, heritage is about the promotion of a consensus version of history by
state-sanctioned cultural institutions and elites to regulate cultural and social
tensions in the present. On the other hand, heritage may also be a resource that is
used to challenge and redefine received values and identities by a range of
subaltern groups. Heritage is not necessarily about the stasis of cultural values
and meanings, but may equally be about cultural change.113
Members of the community in Marks gather together, seemingly outside of the larger
realm of cultural heritage celebration as presented by the state, to celebrate their own
political histories. They construct their own heritage discourse in this respect, while
simultaneously claiming their own space in the state-sponsored processes of historical
narrative. Soul blues functions as a sonic articulation of their musical past,
circumscribing the celebration of historical consciousness and the creation of public
memory, each of which are fundamental to the social imaginaries of heritage celebration
in the state. What I learned in Marks, and what immediately complicated the scope of my
project, was that there are multiple types of social imaginary, each emerging out of the
construction of different heritage discourses and practices and positioned differently
with respect to musical style as a form of celebration. Different styles work in different
ways, in different places, for different people. Soul blues articulates a musical past that
local black people in the Delta want to recall and feel pride in. This is a different musical
past than that articulated by the revivalist Americana of downhome, ‘real deal’ blues
productions. In particular, it is one that eschews the dehistoricizing functionalism of
folkloric paradigms and archival auralities that lay at the base of those stylistic regimes
that soul blues does not adhere to. And of course, these variable regimes of value all
interact with altogether different touristic vectors across the state.
I employ the rhetoric of authorized and alternative heritage discourse, authority
and alterity, not simply in an attempt to criticize hegemonies within this local music
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industry (although hegemonies obviously exist), rather, I want to ultimately emphasize
the agency of the artists and music fans themselves in the navigation of these inevitable
regimes. In this respect, the idea of alternative narrative becomes quite useful, but is not
necessarily one pole of a stark dichotomy. In his work on the declaration of tango music
as an example of intangible cultural heritage under the 2003 UNESCO convention,
Morgan James Luker makes the important point that heritage-making projects and
managerial regimes ought not to necessarily be “viewed as static entities within broader
narratives of domination and resistance, but dynamic sites of strategic engagement.”114
As such, this conversation shouldn’t simply be about the presence or absence of soul
blues from a top-down perspective; that would privilege a certain lacking and reify the
inherent power dynamics of the larger heritage discourse project. Rather, it ought to
concentrate on the extent to which soul blues contributes to a political response within
the community, discursively answering the authorized heritage discourse with an
alternative narrative. What happens in Marks constitutes the construction of an
alternative heritage discourse within the larger context of the state; soul blues functions
as a way for local black people to make their own sonic space, and to celebrate their own
historical consciousness, as such.

Conclusion: I AM MARKS
Like most festivals, the MBF features a slew of vendors hocking various foods,
drinks, crafts, and other ephemera. As befits the more expansive nature of
commemoration at the festival, the vending area in Marks also includes a couple tables
of information about local history, as well as one table that caught my eye at the 2017

114 Morgan James Luker, “Tango as Intangible Cultural Heritage: Development, Diversity, and the
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festival, a group of local organizers, officials, and activists wearing white tee-shirts with
bold black lettering that read “I AM MARKS,” fashioned after the “I AM A MAN” signs
carried by members of the Memphis sanitation strike that Dr. King was also working
with when he was traveling to Marks, just before his death. The group at the festival, The
Marks Project, is a grassroots non-profit development organization promoting
education, job training, and community development. They have built playgrounds, put
on educational workshops, promoted access to GED and computing classes, and other
community driven initiatives. One of the volunteers who I spoke with told me that their
shirts were indeed a direct reference of the “I AM A MAN” signs, and an intentional
linkage to Dr. King’s legacy and goals; they tie their community-driven practices to
efforts to uplift the black community, but also to bring people together in the spirit of
nonviolent means to heal the community. “Part of our mission is to keep Dr. King’s
movement alive; it’s changed this county and this whole world, and we don’t want people
to forget that.” The leadership at the Marks Project sees the festival as an important
moment for their own visibility, an important and positive opportunity to bring people
together around their cause.115
I spent much of my time at the festival that year standing with Annette, an older
Marks resident whom I’d previously met, whose husband was involved in organizing the
vendors for the festival. Annette told me that she was not necessarily fond of the soul
blues artists, particularly Willie Clayton, the headliner that night, whose music tends to
inspire a form of dancing in female fans that Annette is not fond of, but it also wasn’t
immediately clear that she was a big blues fan in general. It was clear, though, that she
understood the attraction of soul blues, and moreover, understood that it was what a lot
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of local folks wanted to hear, and she understood why. “The blues is old, Ben, it’s deep.
It’s too old for us to want to remember all that stuff, in a way. Some folks around here
don’t want to remember so far back… But they modernized the blues and that’s good. It’s
not all washboard and harp [harmonica] no more.” This entangled notion of musical
style, local remembrance, and time reflect an important juncture for the cultural politics
of blues heritage. There are things that local black people don’t want to remember, or at
least to dwell on, but at the same time, they do want to remember those legacies of
struggle, if not suffering, and they do perform and practice a particularly kind of musical
nostalgia in the act of festivity.116
Ultimately, Annette, like many locals at these kinds of festivals, are just happy if
people are safely having a good time, happy to have a weekend out of the year where
friends and family can commune and enjoy themselves. The extent to which that sense of
collectivity may or may not translate to the scale of socio-political expediency in a way
that a group like the Marks Project envisions is debatable. This ultimately points to
questions about the political valences of cultural expediency and the celebration of
multiple heritages, and about the very political expediencies of music. Ana Maria Ochoa
has labeled this larger musico-epistemological trend as an “acoustic ontology” that is
unique to the twenty-first century. Drawing a critical connection between the rise of
cultural expediency, political activism, discourses of cultural sustainability through
ecocritical academia, and the “expansion of cultural diversity understood as the
preservation of multiple heritages,” Ochoa understands an ontology in which music,
sound, and listening function as “that which sutures torn relationships.”117 Ochoa’s
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theory emerges out of a sense of music as having the power to bond people together in
community, but she generally writes from a position of skepticism about the
fundamental values of culture and music that create such political potentialities, or at
least the sustainability of such a paradigm.
When community organizers speak on the great changes that Dr. King’s
movement has brought, it’s hard to ignore the fact that many people in Marks are still
struggling, particularly as this region and country continue to stumble towards that
perpetual imperative of racial reckoning, much less reconciliation. The scene at the MBF
is fun and exciting, it’s inspiring to see local people celebrating a past and a music that
doesn’t necessarily fit into the larger discourses and practices of seemingly authorized
state heritage. But in this place with a great history of persistence in the face of nearconstant precarity, the Mississippi blues tourism model is perhaps faced with its greatest
test yet, as a means of economic and social uplift. It’s hard to see how a blues festival
could ‘save Marks,’ but local officials remain optimistic and reverent. As old friends and
family continue to return to town to visit and celebrate, there is a very real sense that the
festival could have the kind of impact that they are seeking.
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Chapter Five: Hill Country Festivity and the Kimbrough
Cotton Patch Gospel
See, I have a different type of music from other people.
They playing the other kind of blues, and I’m playing cotton-patch blues...
Ain’t nobody now can play the blues that I play.
- Junior Kimbrough118
Robert Kimbrough, Sr. sold me a shirt on the day that I met him at the 2015 Juke
Joint Festival. The shirt was pale yellow and it had an image of Robert with his late
father, Junior Kimbrough, hovering above him, floating in the clouds alongside an
assortment of other passed blues icons. Robert wore the shirt during his band’s set
outside the Cathead Delta Blues and Folk Art store that afternoon. It was printed in
support of the release of Robert’s new single, “Packin’ Up,” the lyrics of which were
inscribed below the image. “Packin’ Up” is an easy groove built on a direct quotation of
one of Junior’s most well-known songs, “Meet Me in the City.” As he picked the familiar
opening notes of the guitar riff, Robert explained that he had been visited in a dream by
his father, who advised him to write “Packin’ Up.” As the rest of the band settled into the
relaxed shuffle, Robert delivered the central message of the lyrics, that he was “packin’
up, getting ready to go up the city where Daddy and them went.” In the original song,
Junior calls on a lover to meet him “in the city.” Robert’s city is a more complex space,
his trip remapped onto the specter of death and the promise of heaven. The song is built
around a memory he shares of Junior telling him that he would someday pass away and
be ‘packin’ up,’ headed to the city.
This song, like the shirts the Kimbroughs sold, is a lament for Junior Kimbrough,
a personal negotiation of death and movement through time and space juxtaposed with

Junior Kimbrough interview with Jaas Obrecht. Unpublished, but widely shared on social
media by the Kimbrough family.
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the simple melodic saunter of one of Junior’s most beloved songs. The rest of Robert’s
set that day was rife with direct and personal remembrances; the new album he was set
to release, Wiley Woot, the title recalling the childhood nickname Junior used for
Robert, is almost fully devoted lyrically and sonically to grieving and remembering his
late father. Robert’s music is different from Junior’s in many important ways. It’s a more
contemporary sound that definitively communicates the stylistic characteristics of what
the Kimbrough family calls ‘cotton patch soul blues,’ a personalized subgenre that Junior
claimed, and that Robert has taken on as a torch to bear. Across social media and other
arenas of musical discourse, Robert is constantly standing up for his father’s claim that
the Kimbrough sound is not accurately classified under the umbrella of hill country
blues, and that those scholars and experts that would claim otherwise mischaracterize
his family. Beginning in 2017, Robert inaugurated an annual blues festival in Holly
Springs, Mississippi, the regional seat of the hill country, called the Kimbrough Cotton
Patch Soul Blues Festival (KCPF). Held at a local VFW hall commonly known as ‘the hut,’
the KCPF is a multi-day event that is committed to carrying on family traditions, keeping
the memories of Junior’s clubs and parties alive, and educating fans about the cotton
patch soul blues sound.
Junior Kimbrough’s juke joints are the stuff of legend in North Mississippi.
Memories of partying at Junior’s carry a currency that stretches across the region and
across the international community of blues fans that celebrate his music, speaking
directly to the fantasies and expectations of tourists who come to Mississippi to celebrate
the blues. These memories have circulated in tall tales told first by local Holly Springs
residents, the occasional Ole Miss frat alum, and later, by music critics and the blues
tourists who by the 1990s had begun seeking out Junior’s regular Sunday night parties.
From Junior’s club, the archival auralities of downhome revivalist blues fandom were
154

sown across the hill country. Outsiders came to hear Junior, and to listen for all the
things that they always already heard in the blues of North Mississippi. By 1993, Junior
had released his first full length album, All Night Long, on Fat Possum Records,
accompanied by his son Kenny Kimbrough on drums and Garry Burnside, R.L.
Burnside’s son, on bass. Junior’s Fat Possum releases earned him international
recognition as one of the most exciting blues voices of the era. His juke joint became a
destination for the growing numbers of blues fans making pilgrimages to North
Mississippi as the turn of the century grew nearer and blues tourism began to take hold
in the state. After his death in 1998, Junior’s sons continued to host parties under the
auspices of Junior’s Place, until it burnt to the ground in the Spring of 2000. While
discussions will sometimes surface amongst the family of potentially opening up a new
club, the KCPF, along with a more private annual birthday party in Junior’s honor held
in August of every year, has become the primary expression of the Kimbrough juke joint
legacy and is gaining popularity as a nascent tourist destination.
Insomuch as we can distinguish and delineate the music of the hill country from
its immediate and iconic neighbors, Memphis and the Delta, a diverse range of musics
have long been practiced in the region, ranging from deep folkloric traditions of
backwoods agrarian revelers, to still-evolving contemporary blues styles. The traditions
of festivity in the hill country, particularly familial picnics and yard parties, have
assumed a treasured status for travelers of late, who view them as more laidback,
grassroots experiences, more evocative of timeless memories of family gatherings than
commercial blues festivals or clubs. And yet, over the years, these celebrations have
increasingly taken the form of the blues festival, while still adhering to a system of value
regimes and authenticating indices that are unique to the hill country in important ways.
More than in other parts of the state, events in the hill country traffic in the circulation of
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collective cultural memory as it is tied very specifically to notions of place and region.
This chapter focuses on the KCPF and several other similar events, situating them within
the broader dynamics of the hill country community and music scene.
From the celebration of intergenerational family traditions to the very naming
and identifying of musical styles within academic and commercial realms, the hill
country has become a contested but productive space of heritage practice that reflects yet
another set of touristic vectors uniquely tied to the political economy of heritage in the
state. I argue that contemporary, conventional understandings of the music of the hill
country and the many expressions of festivity that are seemingly endemic to the region
have been constructed around a form of archival aurality and heritage practice that are
tied to collective memory in the hill country. Just as elsewhere in the state, fans of the
hill country listen for something unique here, and it’s easy to hear something unique.
There are truly esoteric and idiosyncratic sounds and practices in the backwoods of the
hill country. But hill country celebrations have ultimately been transformed into
contemporary blues festivals; touristic spaces that seem to participate in the same larger
project of state-wide cultural heritage practice and discourse that has been discussed
throughout this dissertation. This chapter considers the process whereby that has
happened, and the potential losses and gains that may have affected local musicians in
the process.

Mapping Hill Country Music Traditions
Conventional historiographies of the blues have classically set up a series of
binary oppositions. Reductively, guitar blues in the mid-twentieth century came in two
styles: acoustic and electric, folk and popular, city and country, North and South.
Itinerant rural bluesmen hauling acoustic guitars around the South ultimately traveled to
the North (usually Chicago or Detroit, but also Memphis) and became electrified. Such a
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binary, not surprisingly, is inherently marked with a specific type of modernity, often
explicitly viewing genres as either ‘modern’ or ‘primitive’ blues based on the
electrification of instruments.119 However, not all rural blues musicians traveled in this
way, and contrary to monolithic migratory narratives, the ostensibly ‘primitive’ rural
blues remained in those seemingly marginal, ostensibly isolated places from where they
developed. This binary simultaneously embodied structures of authenticity and alterity
for rural people whose lives were always already marked with precarity. Within the range
of the music variously identified as ‘country,’ ‘folk,’ ‘rural,’ or ‘primitive’ blues – the
traditional, largely acoustic blues music thought to have been practiced outside of the
reach of urban popular culture – there are seemingly infinite subgenres.
A large majority of these styles are named and identified specifically by the
geographical specificities of the regions from which they emerged. Among these, the
well-known Delta blues is understood as being starkly different from the blues music of
other regions of specific cultural geography – the blues of the Southern Piedmont,
Southwest Georgia farmland, North Alabama Shoals, East Texas pine country, West
Tennessee, or the region immediately adjacent to the Delta, the North Mississippi hill
country. Discourses about these divisions have long reflected intense and sometimes
romanticized relationships between musical style and place, even extending to the
tactile, topographic characteristics of a given region; the sense that the music of a
particular area is wholly different from that of another because of distinctions in their
natural settings and the types of lives lived in those settings. The Delta blues supposedly
rose out of the mud that was cut and molded by the Big River or the soil worked by
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sharecroppers in the region. The music is wholly different, then, from the music of the
hill country, some ninety miles away, because it is said to represent, reflect, or signify the
farming of the land and the constant flux of the river in the Delta, rather than the
different qualities and characteristics of musical lives lived in the hills.
The North Mississippi hill country, identified by the state as a unique region of
both geological ecology and cultural heritage, comprises an area that touches most of the
Tennessee state line and tapers south through Marshall, Panola, Tate, and Lafayette
counties. As befits its name, it is defined by rolling hills – specifically the Loess and
North Central hills – and as such is largely unfit for mass agricultural development,
unlike its regional cousin to the Southwest, the Delta, an expanse of alluvial plains that
were cleared following the Civil War to create one of the most fertile agricultural regions
in the world. The hill country remains heavily wooded with small plots of farmland
carved out. When folkloric researchers began to explore the region, they found that while
there were examples of sharecropping and similarly exploitative arrangements, many
farms were owned by black farmers and functioned largely for subsistence, rather than
commercial means.120 So, when Alan Lomax, William Ferris, George Mitchell, and others
met the musicians they would soon record, they were sometimes farming their own land,
raising crops and livestock to feed their families and communities. Naturally, a narrative
of primitive, pastoral isolationism emerged around hill country life and community, and
a strong emphasis of the emplacedness of these people took hold.
The music of the hill country is diverse; the most frequently noted and researched
forms are the stylistic sub-genre of hill country blues, local gospel, and spiritual
traditions, as well as the fife and drum music introduced in chapter two of this

120 Sylvester Oliver, African-American Music Traditions in Northeast Mississippi, unpublished
dissertation, University of Memphis 1996.
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dissertation. For many researchers, fife and drum music came to define the
characteristics and qualities of music across the hill country. The hill country blues, one
of the most readily identifiable subgenres of ‘country blues’ in the state after the Delta
blues, is often described as reflecting a stronger predilection for rhythm and percussive
textures than the Delta blues, a natural and local tendency amongst musicians in the hill
country who were raised on the rolling, polyrhythmic sounds of the fife and drum bands.
Guitar parts are structured around repetitive guitar riffs with simple harmonic structures
that often employ pedals and ostinatos that can give the music a droning quality,
sometimes described as trance-like and evocative of string musics of the West African
Sahel.121 In general, there is a strong tendency towards groove that is equally evocative of
drum and fife tradition and boogie-woogie piano styles, thought to be derivative of the
blues, but more associated with up-tempo dancing than backwoods ‘porch picking.’
There is indeed a broad range of styles that have emerged from, or circulated
through, this small, seemingly isolated place. But in fact, the region has always been too
sparsely populated and widely dispersed to actually produce a fully functioning, cohesive
music scene; the recorded music identified and celebrated as coming from the hill
country really only reflects the practice of a very small number of people, many of whom
are related by blood or marriage. Over the years, it has essentially comprised music made
by the immediate and extended families of Sid Hemphill, Napoleon Strickland, Otha
Turner, Junior Kimbrough and R.L. Burnside. Along with his contemporaries Eli Green
and Ranie Burnette, “Mississippi” Fred McDowell is widely considered the ‘grandfather’
of the North Mississippi hill country blues guitar style, a style carried on by Kimbrough
There are a number of productive and unproductive studies of the relationship between the
blues and African musics. See Gerhard Kubik, Africa and the Blues, 2009. See also various works
by David Evans. These relationships have also been explored by a number of archival record
labels releasing field recordings and commercial musics from the West African Sahel, particularly
Sahel Sounds and Awesome Tapes from Africa.
121
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and Burnside. One of the most authoritative outside voices on hill country blues, Robert
Palmer, described McDowell’s influence as such:
(R.L. Burnside) learned his music directly from his neighbor Fred McDowell, who
was first recorded in 1959 by Alan Lomax and in subsequent years became the
undisputed blues boss of the hill country. The slashing, droning trance-blues
which Mississippi Fred passed on to R.L. apparently owes very little to any other
blues tradition. It does, however, owe a great deal to the back-country drumming
tradition that is such a singular feature of the hill country’s musical life.122
But McDowell was born in Rossville, Tennessee, and like Eli Green, who
purportedly inherited Charlie Patton’s guitar, he moved around a good bit, living and
playing in Memphis and the Delta before settling in the hill country around his late 30s.
That McDowell’s guitar playing has come to define the regional style of the hill country
despite his migratory life flies in the face of the folkloric isolationism that regional
musical categorization presupposes. Contrary to Palmer’s notes, McDowell’s blues owes
a little something to any number of traditions he would have interacted with it, and that
relationality was likely as impactful as any modicum of isolationism would have been
otherwise. Indeed, while hill country music is often understood through a lens of
entrenched emplacedness, it is, of course, mobility that has contributed so broadly to the
breadth of styles that folklorists have recorded in the hill country over the years.
The music of Sid Hemphill, along with his daughter Rosa Lee Hill and
granddaughter Jessie Mae Hemphill, reveal some interesting and complicating musical
routes that are less represented in popular discourse on the hill country. Sid Hemphill
occupies a prominent position in Alan Lomax’s The Land Where the Blues Began;
Lomax’s chapter on ‘the hills’ begins with his first trip to meet Hemphill. Upon their
meeting, Lomax is immediately introduced to a whole world of music in which Hemphill
dwells. Hemphill was widely known for his talent on multiple instruments, an attribute
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he passed on to his granddaughter, Jessie Mae, who eventually became one of the first
widely recognized female blues musicians from the region. While Jessie Mae became
known for her blues guitar playing and Sid occupied such a prominent position in
Lomax’s blues historiography, the blues was only one of the many styles that the family
excelled at, and a seemingly marginal one. In a 1967 interview with George Mitchell,
Jessie Mae goes into detail about the number of instruments she learned to play as a
child, as well as the progression of styles she learned. She points out that she first
learned how to “pick boogie-woogie,” and “didn’t know how to play no blues.” She
discusses learning how to play the kind of waltz music “they played for white folks to
dance to,” mastering the tambourine and organ styles of ‘sanctified’ church music, and
discusses an early tendency to beat the bass drum of the fife and drum ensemble.123 Later
in life, beginning in the 1980s, she released a string of electric blues albums that gained
her recognition in the area, and she became a mainstay on the concert circuit of late
blues revivalism that birthed the modern blues tourism industry in the Delta.
While the hill country is seemingly paradigmatic of notions of isoloationism and
the dehistoricizing functionalisms that undergird practices of archival aurality discussed
earlier in this document, it’s clear that many of the musical forms mastered by the
Hemphill family and others like them actually came from and through many places
before defining this musical place as such. For example, the presence of fife and drum
music is perhaps the most oft-cited specific music of the hill country. Sid Hemphill and
his contemporaries Napoleon Strickland and Otha Turner crafted fifes out of cane by
hand and played a music somewhat reminiscent in texture to Creole brass bands in New
Orleans, with a giant marching bass drum beating out syncopated rhythms. Scholars

123 Jessie Mae Hemphill, interview with George Mitchell, The George Mitchell Collection Vol. 45
(Fat Possum Records BLM#1105, 2008).
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often used fife and drum music as evidence of African retention, and not without a
degree of accuracy. But the practice itself is quite clearly rooted in martial music that
must have been brought to the region by the Civil War and is identical to some similar
practices in the Caribbean, where colonial fighting likely brought the music as well.124
Fife and drum music exists simultaneously in the hill country corpus with old-timey
fiddle music (Sid Hemphill’s primary instrument was the fiddle), as well as, perhaps
most provocatively, boogie-woogie music. The presence of boogie-woogie as a genre
played by Jessie Mae Hemphill and as a stylistic influence on Fred McDowell and other
guitar players in the region all but overturns much of the isolation theory on which
conventional ideas about music in the hill country are predicated.125 Despite the
narrative that researchers had to venture deep into the thick of the forested hill country
to locate the musical hermits whose practice developed in isolation from pop culture, the
music of the hill country reflects a wealth of variation in style, largely owing to the
movement of people through different regions and across different musical spaces and
places, interacting with different regimes of value along the way. Such is the case with
the music of Junior Kimbrough, which itself occupies a contested space in the narrative
of hill country blues.

Circulating Hill Country Blues: Fat Possum Records
Junior Kimbrough operated a few well-known juke joints in his lifetime. These
were all in and around Holl Springs, Mississippi, one of the largest towns in the region.
For much of his life, he held house parties in his home, which he moved to Sammy

124 Very little academic work has been done on the fife and drum tradition of North Mississippi.
See Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (New York W.W. Norton, 1971)
and David Evans “Black Fife and Drum Music in Mississippi,” in Mississippi Folklore Register 6,
no. 3 (Fall, 1972): 94-107.
125 Isolation, in this sense, is essentially the basis for much of the early folkloric research of
Lomax, Mitchell, et. al., who sought circumstances in which they could best ensure that their
interlocutors had been kept safe from white popular culture.
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Grier’s Chewalla Rib Shack, just outside of Holly Springs, when crowds became less
intimate. By 1992 he had opened ‘Junior’s Place,’ a club that he operated until his death
in 1998. For decades he put on and performed regularly at parties and juke joints but
recorded only sparsely, including a session at Goldwax Records in Memphis in the 60s
and a handful of releases in the 80s on David Evans’ High-Water Records at Memphis
State University (now University of Memphis). Kimbrough’s life and career took a sharp
turn in the early 90s, though, when he was ‘discovered’ by famed music critic Robert
Palmer and a group of Ole Miss students who would later begin Fat Possum Records.
Most blues fans at the time learned of Kimbrough’s music through the aforementioned
1992 film “Deep Blues: A Musical Pilgrimage to the Crossroads,” made by filmmaker
Robert Mugge, Dave Stewart of the band the Eurythmics, and narrated by Palmer. The
film is inspired by Palmer’s book Deep Blues: A Musical and Cultural History of the
Mississippi Delta, which is one of the most widely read and best-selling works of popular
history on the blues in Mississippi.126 While the film is heavily dependent on many of the
romanticizing essentialisms and authenticities that contemporary scholarship has sought
to deconstruct, it nevertheless presents an unprecedented document of the Memphis and
Mississippi blues scenes of the late 1980s and early 90s, including an array of unique and
provocative performances by a range of excellent players then largely unknown outside
of the area, including Kimbrough and Burnside, Roosevelt “Booba” Barnes, Big Jack
Johnson, and Jessie Mae Hemphill, among others. Both the book and the film
contributed to the rise in popularity that led to a late-blues revival, and ultimately the
emergence of blues tourism in Mississippi, Memphis, and Chicago.

126 Robert Palmer, Deep Blues: A Musical and Cultural History of the Mississippi Delta, (New
York: Viking Press, 1981).
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Perhaps the most powerful performance captured in “Deep Blues” is Kimbrough’s
“All Night Long,” a protracted jam on what is now one of his most beloved songs,
recorded at the Chewalla Rib Shack in 1990. The clip would have been a revelation for
blues fans all over the world who may have been operating under the assumption that
the blues as a regional, traditional form mastered by rural black artists, was dead or
dying. It was the first widely disseminated example of the music that would become
(arguably) known as hill country blues as it was being performed in that moment. As the
band lurches into the angular groove of “All Night Long,” a deep guitar riff doubled by
Kimbrough’s bassist Joe Ayers, spurring the room with insistent, aggressive bass bombs
on the down beat of every other bar, the camera pans to close up shots of local Holly
Springs residents dancing and socializing, laughing, drinking, juking in rural Mississippi
in the 90s. These images would have lit a fire of hope amongst a sect of blues fans
disenchanted by the rise of MTV culture, and already tiring of the cheesy glitz of the latetwentieth century Disney-fied blues scene. Truly, whatever fantastical imaginings of juke
joint blues authenticity one would have held at this point, would have been wholly
substantiated by Kimbrough’s performance.
As Palmer notes in the lead into the performance, “[Kimbrough has] never made
an album of his own, if you want to hear his music, you have to go out jukin’.”
Kimbrough had made a few recordings, but none that really captured the emotional
power of his music or the psychosomatic experience of his performances. That would
change as soon as Matthew Johnson and Bruce Watson at Fat Possum enlisted Palmer to
produce Kimbrough’s debut full length on the label, also entitled All Night Long,
released in 1992. Recorded at Junior’s Place, the album teems with the energy of Junior’s
clubs as documented in the Deep Blues film and elsewhere. Along with R.L. Burnside’s
early releases on the label, Kimbrough’s music defined the Fat Possum sound and
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established it as the definitive expression of hill country blues at the time, even if he and
his family would later deny that label. These records are raw and exude a DIY, garage
rock aesthetic that Palmer theorizes in various writings, including liner notes for several
Fat Possum releases, as well as his largest collection of essays, which bears the title:
Blues as Chaos.127 Palmer would describe the sessions that produced these albums as “a
rapid succession of disasters” in which instruments and amps fell apart, furniture
toppled to the floor, and an anarchic bedlam of laissez-faire musicking produced
Burnside’s and Kimbrough’s earliest and most definitive musical statements. In the liner
notes for Burnside’s Too Bad Jim, an album also recorded at Junior’s Place a year or so
after All Night Long, Palmer pontificates:
Chaos, chance, charm and luck are a primary blues paradigm, of course, and a
late twentieth-century scientific paradigm as well. The chaos theory of postrelativity physics tells us of Strange Attractors–inexplicable higher-order
functions that provide a kind of boundary of shape or structural dynamic for
chaos systems–and this model fits R.L.’s music as well. The essential character of
R.L.’s blues is chaos-on-wheels; it rocks as hard as any music on the planet while
spreading sonic waves of sex and mayhem far and wide. But it is grounded in an
implicit order: the rhythmic and melodic deep structures of North Mississippi
blues.128
Junior and R.L. were contemporaries and friends, Burnside lived just down the
road from Junior’s Place. Burnside’s son Garry, still active today, played bass on All
Night Long, and his son Calvin Jackson played drums. Junior and R.L. would similarly
share offsprung sidemen throughout their performing careers. Their music was deeply
entangled and in some ways inseparable, but important differences in their sound speak
to the slippages and tensions that emerge out of the precarity of generic, stylistic naming.
R.L.’s music tended to reflect more of an influence of popular mid-century electric guitar

127 Robert Palmer, Blues and Chaos: the Music Writing of Robert Palmer (New York: Scribner,
2009).
128 Robert Palmer, liner notes to Too Bad Jim, 1994.
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blues, particularly John Lee Hooker, whose dark, brooding aesthetic weighs heavily, but
is largely unsung in descriptions of the Fat Possum and hill country sounds.
Speaking from a position of subjective fandom, I have personally described
Junior Kimbrough’s music as perhaps the most idiosyncratic example of guitar blues. As
I’ll discuss in the final sections of this chapter, his music has a somewhat paradoxical
relationship to the idea of hill country blues. He calls his music cotton patch soul blues,
but the music documented on his first two albums are perhaps the fullest embodiment of
the aesthetic that most blues cognoscenti have employed when describing the hill
country blues. Moreso than much of Burnside’s output, Kimbrough’s music evokes the
trance-like polyrhythmic grooves droning harmonics that are the hill country aesthetic.
This paradox speaks more to that problematic question of naming under regimes of
value within the circulation of blues knowledge than it does to the character or quality of
the music itself. That said, it is perhaps within repertoire that the idiosyncrasy of
Kimbrough’s corpus comes through. Both men were songwriters, but Burnside’s albums
engage much more deeply in the standards of the hill country, which is to say, songs
passed down to them by Fred McDowell and his contemporaries Eli Green and Ranie
Burnette. Many of these songs, though, had a life outside of the hill country, in the Delta
and other blues landscapes. Too Bad Jim opens with Burnside’s rendition of McDowell’s
signature “Shake ‘em on Down,” which was first popularized by Bukka White, and some
of Burnside’s signature songs are blues standards or traditional songs like “Old Black
Mattie” and “Miss Maybelle,” which saw similar pre-war circulation throughout the
landscape of the blues south.
Perhaps the most empirically identifiable musical characteristic of hill country
blues as it can be differentiated from other forms is the riff-based, harmonic simplicity
that we hear in many of the classic hill country recordings. Many songs do not have
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harmonic structure, they are simply repetitions of a given riff, perhaps articulated with a
subtle harmonic turn to mark the end of a phrase, but sometimes not. Depending on the
texture of the riff and the timbral quality of the performance, this is what gives the music
the drone-like quality which some scholars have identified as a sort of retention from the
string musics of the West African Sahel. But here again, Kimbrough’s music is much
more drone-like in this way than Burnside’s, and the question of hill country naming
arises. It should be noted that these characteristics are not absent from other blues
styles; one of the classics of the hill country repertoire is “Rollin’ and Tumblin’”, the
master text of which is arguably Elmore James’ 1960 rendition, which employs a ostinato
bass line grounding James’ singing and playing in the home key of the song throughout.
It isn’t a drone, but it also isn’t the only example of this kind of one chord harmony in the
blues canon.
Ultimately, though, I would argue that more than any overriding harmonic or
rhythmic idea, the timbral and textural qualities of this music are what make it so unique
and identifiable. I would take this idea further and note that, if I am to make any
overarching claim or interjection into ‘blues studies’ as a sub-field in this dissertation, it
would be that these qualities, timbre and texture, have been undervalued in the analysis
of different styles of the form over the years. Whereas so much ink has been spilt over
repertoire, lyrical analysis, and in some cases, very granular studies of guitar or
harmonica technique, what sets different styles of blues apart most immediately are the
textures of grooves and the timbres of different guitar tones and styles. These are
analytical topics that beg a particular type of listening, deeply engaged with sound and
affect, rather than structures of knowledge and understanding, narrative and folkways. It
is the timbre and texture of this music that has attracted fans to the Fat Possum sound;
the razor-sharp echo of Kimbrough’s guitar, shot through a wrecked Peavey amplifier
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with questionable amounts of chorus and distortion, the textures of those rolling drum
parts, perhaps transcribed and translated from drum and fife rhythms, rolling and
tumbling with a truly chaotic and unpredictable approach to syncopation and phrasing.
Kimbrough’s and Burnside’s releases on Fat Possum were a revelation for older
blues fans, and they spawned a new generation of listeners, particularly as Fat Possum
would go on to emphasize the aesthetic connections of these artists’ music to garage,
punk, alternative, and indie rock styles. Burnside’s later releases would often be
experiments on the part of Fat Possum production, mashing up his music with various
trendy styles, including techno, a hip-hop verse, and in one case featuring Kid Rock.129 As
previously noted, Kimbrough toured with Iggy Pop and Burnside would tour widely and
record using the Jon Spencer Blues Explosion as his backing band. At the time, the
Spencer group was a young rock band variously described as punk-blues and garage
rock. They then became part of an emergent hard-edged proto-Americana scene that
echoed the “cow punk” trends of the late-70s and catered to a sect of nascent alt-country
fans who venerated the ‘roots’ music of the American South. These connections are
genuinely rooted in the musicality and performativity of artists in the hill country, whose
rocking, often aggressive music shares a sort lo-fi, DIY approach with the emergent
garage rock of the early 90s. The Fat Possum marketing and branding approach also
took a markedly in-your-face, sometimes explicitly offensive punk rock tilt. Album art
showed a grizzled Kimbrough, shirtless and pulling on a cigarette, or a drawing of

129 Burnside’s 2004 release on Fat Possum entitled “A Bothered Mind” includes several rap tracks
and features nu metal rap rock star Kid Rock on one track. It’s not the label’s finest effort. When
asked about these experimental remixes of his work, Burnside famously said, “at first I didn't like
them too much, then I saw how much money they were making and I got to liking them pretty
well.”
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Burnside flanked by two scantily clad white women, with Burnside brandishing a leather
belt, implying the potential for violence. That image was used as the cover art for
Burnside’s album with the Jon Spencer Blues Explosion, entitled A Ass Pocket of
Whiskey, which features a set of hill country and blues standards that revealed the very
real connections to garage-rock aesthetic and musicality.130
This all reflects renewed investment in those regimes of value constructed around
backwoods, downhome authenticities of the North Mississippi blues scene, recast in the
hill country as a kind of reactionary trend of anti-authoritarian, lo-Fi, hard-edged blues
meant to fly in the face of the purportedly more corporate blues tourism that drives
industry elsewhere in the state. The popularity of hill country artists amongst that subsect of neo-punk Americana fans has come to comprise its own touristic modality over
the years, couched in these authenticating indices of meaning and value. This is a
touristic vector less rooted in the archival legacies of Lomax et al, and more focused on
reconstructing and re-embodying the good times, hard living lifestyles of these hill
country icons. Tourism in the hill country often comprises a range of young and aging
hipster rockers living vintage, stylized lifestyles that echo rockabilly revivalism, cosmicoutlaw country romanticism and deadhead anti-authoritarianism, all now flocking to the
hill country to drink and party with locals and soak up the memories of juke joints long
gone.
Indeed, the hill country has become the new pilgrimage for blues fans in recent
decades. There are now numerous blues festivals held across the region, including one of

Some work has been done on the representational politics of Fat Possum’s marketing and
branding strategies. From conversations with musicians’ family members, most are divided on
the extent to which they felt like Junior and R.L. were misrepresented in this kind of imagery.
Some will claim, convincingly, that the artists loved the ‘bad man’ imagery of sexuality and
violence, while others bristle at these images and accuse the label of various transgressions of
representation.
130
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the larger and most popular events in the state, the North Mississippi Hill Country
Picnic, as well as a range of smaller festivals, picnics, birthday celebrations, and other,
sometimes semi-private house and yard parties. Each of these events, in their own way,
seeks to recreate and reanimate the memories of infamous backwoods hill country
throwdowns like those held at Junior’s Place. Palmer told people that they had to “go out
jukin” to experience music like Kimbrough’s. Answering his call, a new form of nostalgic,
simulacrum juke joint iconicity emerged amongst fans. But one of the most influential
events in the area has nothing to do with a juke joint; it’s simply a gathering of musicians
around a cast iron cauldron of goat meat stewed over open coals in Otha Turner’s Gravel
Springs, Miss., back yard.

Framing Hill Country Festivity: Fife and Drum at the Otha
Turner Goat Roast
I was first introduced to the idea of an identifiable culture associated with the
North Mississippi hill country while watching videos posted to the YouTube page of the
Alan Lomax Archive. Originally filmed as part of Lomax’s “American Patchwork” PBS
series, the videos show a 70-year-old Otha Turner performing fife and drum music in the
yard of his Como, Miss. home. Taken in the 1970s, the videos also show Turner farming,
butchering and stewing goat meat, and hand making cane fife. The American Patchwork
project was meant to document “regional folklore with deep historical roots,” and like
much of the black cultural practice ‘discovered’ in the Mississippi hill country throughout
the mid-twentieth century, this footage of Turner came to occupy a treasured status
amongst researchers still holding out hope of finding unique downhome southern black
folklife untouched by Western modernity. Only a few years later, as my research began, I
found myself standing in that yard, about 50 miles due south of Memphis on Interstate
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55, which runs straight from Chicago to New Orleans, taking part in the 65th annual
Otha Turner Memorial Goat Roast and Picnic.
The goat picnic is a family tradition begun by Otha and celebrated locally since
the 1950s. Goat meat is prepared and gatherers dance and party well into the night.
Years after Otha’s passing, his granddaughter Shardé Thomas leads the contemporary
lineup of the Rising Stars Fife and Drum Band around the yard while onlookers dance
and celebrate, just as Otha had done so many times over the years. Recently, Shardé has
become a fixture across the North Mississippi blues scene, performing fife and drum
music and celebrating her grandfather’s legacy at the biggest blues festivals, including
the Juke Joint Festival and beyond. She performs regularly with Luther Dickinson of the
North Mississippi Allstars. She is easily the most popular, and arguably the only wellknown young female musician working in the Mississippi blues scene today. Shardé’s
contemporary goat roast is one of many similar events held by families across the hill
country today, picnics, house and yard parties, and public and private gatherings that are
not that dissimilar in function to the parties and picnics of the past. Overwhelmingly,
however, they are now meant to celebrate the lives of the legends of the hill country, the
fathers and grandfathers of contemporary artists who put on the events, and who
dedicate their musical lives to the legacies of their forebears. Over the past few years, the
Burnside and Kimbrough families, as well as a few others around the region, have held
inaugural events just like this, birthday parties or other commemorations of their
family’s musical past, formed around the memories of parties held long ago.
In Lomax’s films, Otha Turner and the members of his community engage with a
musical practice that researchers portray as a pure expression of seemingly archaic folk
life. The hill country picnics we attend today, however, are in every way contemporary
blues festivals. Aside from the intermittent outbursts of fife and drum music and the
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geographic setting, the goat picnic hardly resembles the parties that Otha held decades
ago. Whereas the old videos show a nebulous assemblage of musicians and dancers
drifting around an unkempt yard, these days a professionally constructed stage
enveloped in bright colorful lights renders the space theatrical, while lawn and camping
chairs anchor the perspective of listeners who sit gazing at the performers and retreating
to various food trucks for their goat bbq sandwiches and funnel cakes. A DJ plays soul
blues, R&B, and some hip-hop between sets of mostly electric live blues of various styles,
performed by a mix of local, regional, and international artists, but with an
overwhelming emphasis on the repertoire and sonic characteristics of the hill country
blues. At various points in between, Shardé and the Rising Stars take up their fife and
drums and parade through the crowd, followed by an army of photographers and
dancers.
The crowd (and much of the lineup) is, at least until later in the evening, largely
non-local and white. The first year I attended the picnic was the last year it was held in
Turner’s proper backyard location. It was later moved to a larger space next door, and
eventually to a more accessible nearby space altogether. This is perhaps the most
disruptive change; not the mere presence of non-local or white people, but the context of
their presence. While events like the goat picnic have long been fundamental forms of
entertainment and socialization for local people in the rural hill country, with the rise of
cultural heritage tourism in the region, such events have now become a part of the larger
structure that is the annual blues festival season. As an attraction of cultural heritage
tourism, the picnic becomes a cultural resource for the state of Mississippi. The picnic
would likely still be going on today even if blues tourism and international hill country
blues fandom did not exist, but these driving forces have certainly reshaped the character
and function of the event. Notably, that first year I experienced a shift in the evening that
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had been recounted to me by some friends in Oxford who attend every year, wherein the
blues festival vibe gives way with the arrival of a large crew of local young people, many
riding ATV 4-wheelers emblazoned with aftermarket neon LED underglow and equipped
with tricked out subwoofers, pumping out anything but fife and drum beats. The white
blues crowd slowly making its way back to Oxford and Memphis, a very different kind of
festivity, altogether non-touristic, is underway.

Figure 16, left: Shardé Thomas and her Rising Stars Fife and Drum Band perform with
blues stars Luther Dickinson and Alvin Youngblood Hart, and in figure 17, right: with
two local rappers. Photos by the author.
In a recently published essay collection, Memphis rock critic and blues historian
Robert Gordon writes with a note of self-aware hypocrisy about the ways in which the
goat picnic has changed over the years in the wake of outsider intrusion.
My passion (for the picnic) waned when, several years running, multiple
documentary film crews descended on Otha’s… The larger crowds were fine, the
growth had been organic–but the film crews were different. They broke the
mood. Their signs advised Otha’s longtime neighbors that they were not on a film
set, and that felt like a violation of personal space–who the fuck were they, who’d
never been here before, to dictate to the locals?131
Gordon is one of a handful of well-known documentarians of various stripes to have
centered fife and drum picnics, of which the goat picnic is the most widely known, in the

131 Robert Gordon, Memphis Rent Party: the Blues, Rock & Soul in Music’s Hometown (New
York: Bloomsbury, 2018), p. 118.
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documentation of hill country culture. Over the years, as knowledge of the event
circulated, all manner of fans began to journey to Como to take part in the event; mostly
white tourists, college students, researchers, film makers… all of these specifically
outsider roles that Gordon, Robert Palmer, Alan Lomax, George Mitchell, and countless
others, including myself, have occupied, no matter how intimate a relationship we may
develop with the family. Of course, there is no shortage of experts in the region
chomping at the bit to let you know that things ain’t what they used to be for a fan of the
blues in Mississippi, and the Otha Turner Memorial Goat Roast and Picnic is a prime
example.
To watch Lomax’s films, it is clear that Gordon is right. Lomax captured the
‘organic’ nature of events like this, of which there are only whispers today. Despite all of
the changes, though, the fundamental building blocks of the tradition remain. The goat is
there, for one thing, and I would argue that part of the brilliance of Shardé’s performance
lies in the ways in which her navigation of the crowd echoes Otha’s performances. The
Rising Stars rarely see the stage as they snake through the yard testing the willingness of
various blocs of seated fans to get up and dance and join them in a mobility that
transgresses the theatrical festival space. Moreover, the music is there, the fife and drum
is preserved, but it is also transformed. It includes hand drums, more contemporary
rhythmic structures, some contemporary repertoire, and throughout the night Shardé
and her drumming partner Chris can be seen accompanying various acts, from hill
country blues musicians to Americana alt-country bands to hip hop artists in a seeming
hybridization of fife and drum music and other musics. Shardé not only preserves the
cultural heritage of the fife and drum music as such, she carries on the tradition of Otha’s
memory by building on it, treating as a living thing, with a function that is singularly
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relevant today and inserting it into the larger political economy of the blues festival
circuit.

Figure 18. Robert Kimbrough performs at the Goat Picnic, author drumming.
Photo by Sydney Slotkin DuPriest.
The presence of hill country and other blues styles at the event is no anomaly;
Turner was a multi-instrumentalist who played and recorded traditional blues over the
years. When I backed up Robert Kimbrough on an extended jam of “All Night Long”
during a late set at the 2017 goat picnic, it was perhaps the best response I can remember
Robert getting throughout our time together. Locals took to the stage, dancing
suggestively and singing along with Robert. Sherena Boyce, daughter of R.L. Boyce and
self-professed number one juke joint dancer banged on her tambourine and yelled at me
not to speed up the tempo as bright lights flashed and the crowd pulsated. This scene
would never have unfolded in this way during Otha’s time, but it was fully appropriate, a
convergence of festivity marking an intersection of cultural memories tied to
Kimbrough’s juke joint and Otha’s picnics.

175

Robert Kimbrough and the Cotton Patch Soul Blues Gospel
One afternoon in the early Spring of 2017, I stood outside of Robert Kimbrough’s
home in Ashland, Mississippi, about 20 miles east of Holly Springs. When I first met
Robert and arranged to come by his place, he was quick to note that he lived just around
the corner from the big cotton fields outside of Ashland. This, for Robert, is an everpresent indicator of authenticity for his music. He accepts and owns the moniker of
cotton patch soul blues, which he believes he inherited from Junior. That afternoon,
Robert had learned that I was a drummer and we had jammed a bit in the side room that
houses his equipment and is dedicated to his father, plastered with photographs, concert
posters and other memorabilia, and he invited me to come out to his ‘club’ in Holly
Springs the following night. The club had been operated by his older brother David for a
time some years ago. It was now simply a run-down, if brightly painted, ex-convenience
store not far from the Holly Springs downtown square on Highway 7. The words
“Junior’s Juke Joint #2” are painted in bright yellow lettering on the side of the building.
Throughout my time spent with Robert over the last few years, he’s been talking about
trying to get it reopened. He told me they were going to have a party there and that I
should come by. This was early in my research, and I was fully expecting it to be some
iteration of the kind of open mic blues jams I’d sat in at recently at the Holly Springs
VFW, then hosted by white blues veteran Kenny Brown and, mostly attended by a small
but diverse collection of local blues fans and a rotating cast of R.L. Burnside’s sons, a
VFW bartender opening cold Miller Lites, etc. That was not what I walked into at
Junior’s #2. Rather, I walked into a mostly dark, sweltering hot room full of Kimbrough’s
local friends. There was no electricity, and I’ve lived in the south long enough, and
therefore heard enough hurricane and tornado warnings, to know that the gas-powered
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generator powering the raging amps, PA equipment, and single flood light in the room
was not being operated in a safe location, or at a safe capacity.
This was not a tourism board-sanctioned event. There were not Mississippi Arts
Council dollars at work at Junior’s #2. There were no bartenders, and there was no
veteran white blues rocker holding court. At the risk of perpetuating stereotypes of
violence, and without an ounce of romanticism, I will say that this was not a safe place
for me to be at that moment. When I took the stage with Robert, he launched into one of
Junior Kimbrough’s most challenging songs, “Do The Romp” (or, variously, “Rump”), a
teetering set of rhythmic riffs based on an uneven phrase structure, usually played with a
wholly unpredictable rhythmic approach. To borrow from Robert Palmer, it was basically
“a rapid succession of disasters,” and Robert became pretty upset with me.132 The various
recordings and performances of the songs are all structured and played differently, and
outsiders who sit in on the song with the Kimbroughs are constantly baffled. It’s telling
that Junior only recorded the song with a full band once, on his 1988 High Water
Records full length release entitled “Do The Romp,” and the scattershot amalgam of
rhythmic variation in the recording is something to behold. Subsequent recordings are
performed solo. At that point it was clear that the Kimbroughs would pull the song out in
these kinds of jams intentionally to test or throw off outsiders. It would be a while before
I could play the song in performances with Robert. But we made it through, and the few
glances from the local crowd that I was able to decipher through the smokey darkness of
the room and the glare of flood light in my eyes made it clear that I was not yet a
welcome addition to the band. In that moment I figured, and hoped, that Robert would
launch into “All Night Long,” which I already knew to be a universal crowd favorite.

132

Robert Palmer, liner notes to Too Bad Jim, 1994.
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Instead, he leaned over and said to me, “See if you can hang on to this one, man,” before
dramatically striking the first three chords of Prince’s “Purple Rain.” I caught it
immediately, cracked the snare, and never looked back through 20 minutes of “Purple
Rain” choruses and ripping guitar solos that had the small crowd of Kimbroughs on their
feet, as far as I could tell.
Robert is Junior’s youngest son. His brothers David and Kenney had much more
of a public musical presence at Junior’s clubs early on, performing with Junior and
developing their own projects as prominent members of a second generation of blues
musicians based out of the hill country. The Kimbrough and Burnside clans are now
generational mainstays in the area. Before his death in 2019, David was a favorite
amongst fans, his guitar playing was excellent, and moreover, his voice and disposition
seemingly mirrored his father’s. Kinney Kimbrough, who is still active today, played on
some of Junior’s best recordings with Fat Possum and toured internationally with him.
Garry and Duwayne Burnside, R.L.’s sons, are both active on the blues scene, and R.L.’s
grandson Cedric has recently gained international recognition, garnering Grammy
nominations for his 2016 album Descendants of Hill country and his 2019 release
Benton County Relic. Today the Burnside and Kimbrough families are some of the most
popular acts on the Mississippi blues tourism and festival circuit. They all appear
regularly in Clarksdale and abroad, and they each maintain careers and images that are
seemingly wholly dedicated to their families’ blues memories, frequently playing the
music of Junior and R.L. and other musics with deep connections to the hill country.
Robert came to a professional career in music later in life, but quickly took up the
seemingly singular responsibility of upholding his father’s legacy, whereas his brothers
have had a more laid-back approach. He began the KCPF in 2017 for this explicit reason.
“The whole point of this festival,” he told me in a 2018 interview, “is to honor my father.
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I wanted to have a party he would have and make sure people recognize his music for
what it is.”133

Figure 19. Kimbrough Brothers Band Performs at the KCPF,
(L-R) David, Kenney, Robert. Photo by author.
Organized and funded through work done by a group calling itself ‘The Son and Friends
of Junior Kimbrough,’ the festival spans three days. The weekend begins with a photo
exhibit held at Rust College, a historically black college in Holly Springs, and continues
with a series of open jam sessions, a guitar workshop, a guided historical tour, a ‘juke
joint night’ featuring Robert and his brothers performing as the Kimbrough Brothers,
and a proper day-long outdoor festival stage with artists representing a range of regional
styles from Delta blues to hill country blues and beyond. Throughout the weekend, a
giant grill continuously burns and local family and friends of the Kimbroughs mingle
with a crowd of regional, national, and international tourists and fans of cotton patch
soul blues and hill country music.
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Interview with Robert Kimbrough, 2018.
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The festival is meant to be a long-form re-creation of the all-night jam sessions at
Junior’s Place and the yard parties that Robert remembers from his childhood. While the
basic notion of carrying on tradition is fundamental to this exercise, Robert’s
motivations run deeper, into a defense of his own memories against the prevailing
narratives surrounding his father’s music. He laid out the specifics of what he wants to
communicate in a conversation we had about the festival: “See, my dad has been
misrepresented… he never was a hill country blues player. They did interview him, and
he did explain to them that he didn’t play that kind of music… He told them ‘I play cotton
patch soul blues…’ But still everything has that he’s a hill country blues player... By them
doing that, my daddy’s not being recognized right… So that’s what we’re working on
trying to clean up.”134 Much of Robert’s time is spent combating what he sees as a
historiographical misrepresentation of the Kimbrough sound. He is constantly debating
with fans and experts on social media who identify Junior as a hill country blues
musician. The fact is, Junior Kimbrough’s music was foundational to the codification of
the hill country blues as it has been popularly conceived, and to listen to many of his
songs is to hear some of the best examples of those characteristics that writers have used
to describe hill country blues; the drone, the groove, the simple chord structures, etc. But
in interviews that Robert has shared, including one with Jas Obrecht and Peter Lee,
Junior specifies that he played cotton patch soul blues, and explicitly states that he was
not a hill country blues musician.
Robert’s own memories mirror this, as he recalls his father describing his music
to him as cotton patch soul blues, and never employing the hill country moniker. The
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Interview with Robert Kimbrough, Fall 2017.
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cotton patch soul blues sound as described by Robert relies heavily on its relation to
other genres, particularly soul blues, gospel, funk, and rock.

Figures 20 and 21. Recent promotional materials for Robert and the KCPF continue
Robert’s trend of using cotton field imagery, now including images of his late brother
David alongside his father. Credit: Sons and Friends of Junior Kimbrough.
This is primarily borne out in the rhythms, which do not borrow on the fife and drum
traditions to which hill country blues is often connected. That these associations situate
the Kimbroughs’ music more within the realm of popular music rather than folk
tradition is not lost on Robert and his music. Listeners are at least as likely to hear
“Purple Rain” at a Robert Kimbrough concert as they are to hear the standards of the hill
country tradition.
Plenty of musicological scholarship has shown how genre labels and stylistic
boundaries are mapped onto musical categories ex-post facto by cultural brokers,
frequently fitting the needs of discourse or marketing strategies as much as they do the
form, function, and social life of the musics they describe. Robert’s argument bears this
out in the contemporary moment. Conversations we’ve had are effectively a practice in
181

generic deconstruction; he explains to anyone that will listen that people came in after
the fact and named the music what they did, more or less ignoring his father’s own words
and the memories that he and his brother’s treasure. It is these memories that form the
basis for the festival. Robert’s musical dedication to and remembrance of his father is
quite personal, but in performance and on public platforms, they are absorbed into a
larger process of collective memory that forms the basis for the community of fans and
families that is so valuable to this musical culture.
Theories of collective memory, the presence of the past whereby a collective
defines itself, help us to better understand the relationship of influence that exists
between the community and the individual vis-à-vis historical consciousness. Robert
reconstructs his own past through musical memory as a means of communicating with
listeners and fans. The collective is essentially a theory of agency in memory governance.
As visitors re-inhabit the affective experience of Junior’s Place, the Kimbrough family’s
remembrance of the club is set in the context of cotton patch soul blues, and family
memories are able to prevail over popular and conventional narratives. This process of
memory tending is one basis for the production of public historical consciousness;
memories are mediated through collective experiences. At festivals where strangers
celebrate in the personal remembrances of strangers, local knowledge is privileged.
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Images from the KCPF workshop. Figure 22, left: Robert teaches a guitar masterclass,
figure 23, right: Joe Ayers holds court. Photos by the author.
This is why the festival workshop, a collective masterclass on cotton patch soul
blues musical style and technique, is particularly dear to Robert. Beginning early
Saturday morning of the festival weekend, Robert, his brother David, and Joe Ayers, an
original member of Junior Kimbrough’s Cotton Patch Soul Blues boys, taught guitar
lessons, and Kinny Kimbrough taught drum lessons. Fans who paid the price of a VIP
admission to the festival brought guitars and amps and sat for masterclasses with these
musicians, learning and discussing the specifics of the cotton patch soul blues sound,
sometimes in relation to hill country and Delta blues styles. Kinney sat down with me
and parsed out the basic grooves of the cotton patch soul and hill country sound,
explaining the tangential relation of fife and drum figures, and modeling some of the fills
he would use in recordings with Junior. He bemoaned the ways in which hill country and
cotton patch guitar players would manipulate rhythm and phrasing structures without
any regard for drummers. We sat across the room from Joe Ayers, who was teaching a
guitar lesson, and Kinney said, “Now that man over there, he’s bad, he will fuck up your
flow. He wants to throw you off. You got to stare him right in the eye if you want to keep
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up with him.” I would later accompany Joe on his set the following day and I took
Kenney’s advice to heart. It was tough. The cathartic product of the workshop process
came later that night when the Hut was transformed into a simulacrum of Junior’s club.
A jam session took place during which the Kimbrough Brothers held court and various
‘students’ of the workshop sat in intermittently as long-form versions of Junior’s hits
were played. In this reconstruction of Junior’s juke joint, Robert and his brothers’
memories of and nostalgia for the club were performed and experienced by all who
attended.

Mainstage performances at the KCPF. Figure 24, left: Cedric Burnside and Trenton
Ayers, figure 25, right. Earl “Little Joe” Ayers, author drumming. Photos by Sydney
Slotkin DuPriest.
One of the songs that Robert frequently includes in his regular sets is called “View
the Remains,” in which he works through the grief he experienced when his father’s club
burned down. The song is an interesting example of the frictions and slippages present in
his project. To be sure, going by conventional theories, “View the Remains” is not a hill
country blues song. There are multiple chord changes, a four-on-the-floor drum loop and
background synth-pad harmonies. Nor does it bear much resemblance to Junior’s music.
It is, however, and excellent example of Robert Kimbrough’s cotton patch soul blues. It
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represents his understanding of how the music and the traditions have lived on into the
current moment. The festival, not unlike songs like “Packin’ Up” and “View the
Remains,” is about reconstructing and communicating memories. The rebuilding of past
experiences creates a contemporary moment in which Robert can contest the histories
that he takes issue with, rehearsing and performing the meanings and values that he
holds dear in a performative memorial space that is easily situated within the heritage
celebration of the festival context. In Mississippi’s blues tourism industry, personal
memories and emotions are absorbed into a larger project of public history, engendering
the collective memory of America’s musical roots and enriching the affective experience
of blues fandom for festival attendees. The KCPF is a way of carrying on and honoring
tradition and tending to the perception of Junior Kimbrough’s music at the level of
public memory. Robert is carrying on the traditions that he knows his father believed in:
cotton patch soul blues and juke joint parties. These events may not resemble those
material realities that Junior lived and performed through, but how could they, two
decades after his death? Carrying on these traditions demands collective memorial
practice, but living them in the contemporary moment forecloses on their precise
resemblance to the past. In the most basic sense, these events and practices reflect the
simple fact that these are living breathing communities, and their traditions and musics
are no more of the past than the musicians themselves are, no matter how many of them
head to the city.

Conclusion
Not long before the pandemic began, I visited Joe Ayers to congratulate him on
his recent cover story in Living Blues magazine. I sat on his couch as he showed me his
new guitar, offered me a draught of his most recent homebrew, and put on a series of
VHS videos of himself playing with Junior and at various other family events. Joe has
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little investment in the cotton patch soul blues versus hill country debate. He more or
less laughs it off. But he is as eager as anyone to share his memories with me. At one
point that afternoon, one of his sons, a FedEx employee out on a delivery route, came by
to check on his elderly father. He was clearly suspicious of my presence, asking if I was
another journalist, but was appeased when Joe explained that I’m a drummer who plays
with Robert. I never had a chance to explain to him that I was doing research, and that I
would be writing about his dad; all indications were that he would not necessarily have
been pleased with the notion of someone else writing about his father, someone else
potentially imposing their own critical voice into the telling of his family’s memories.
But Joe was unconcerned. He was eager for me to understand what was showing
on his big screen TV, whose party this was, who was that crazy sonofabitch with his shirt
off, what in the world those those people on. He was happy to have someone to talk to, to
see me interested in his past, invested in the minutia of these videos, concerning myself
with what they meant to him and his family. When we engage in heritage practice, we are
not merely engaging with the material reality of heritage, we are engaging with a range of
meanings and values associated with it. The central concern becomes not the mere fact
that the music might or might not be a form of heritage for the hill country or the state of
Mississippi, but about what it means that we celebrate it as such, and what the impact or
value is of that celebration. Ideally, events like the goat picnic and the KCPF might act as
sites of memory where communities are formed and tended around collective memory
practices in the name of tradition. They reveal that the mechanisms and the affective
experiences of carrying on tradition and celebrating heritage are no more bound to the
past than the music itself is.
But boundaries are drawn in this process, such as that which “disconnects the
idea of heritage (or tradition) from the present… so that it becomes something confined
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to the past.”135 This is to say that establishing or institutionalizing heritage practice
requires us to conceptualize whatever that heritage or tradition is as an old, static thing
stuck in the past that we’re gazing at or listening back to in our fixed present
perspective. Contemporary hill country events, as much as they are attractions of a larger
tourism project meant to allow fans to virtually step back in time, fundamentally
represent a means for local people to remember, to perform an act of collective memory
that transgresses the temporal boundaries of authorized heritage discourse simply by
virtue of the fact that it is alive and eminently entangled with their own present. These
practices allow hill country residents to both employ and transcend the structures and
regimes of the heritage culture economy, to trade on the use value of culture as an
institutionally expedient resource, while constructing a valuable economy of memory,
living tradition, and community.

135

Smith, 2006, 58.
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Conclusion
In early Summer 2021, as I edited and completed this document, hill country
musician Cedric Burnside, grandson of R.L. Burnside, was named a national heritage
fellow by the National Endowment for the Arts, joining only B.B. King, Jack Owens, and
Otha Turner amongst Mississippi blues artists to be given such an honor. Burnside has
been active for around 30 years, performing as a child with his grandfather, as well as
with the Kimbroughs and other local musicians. His father Calvin Jackson played on
several prominent early Fat Possum releases. A stalwart of the festival circuit and the
North Mississippi blues scene, Cedric has enjoyed a spate of national successes recently,
including multiple Grammy nominations for his albums Descendants of Hill Country
and Benton County Relic. Amongst those contemporary local artists engaging deeply
with his family and regional legacy, he has easily been the most successful. His NEA
fellowship includes a $25,000 award stipend and a feature in a film to be made about
this year’s fellows. A few months before the honor was announced, I stood with Burnside
as he flipped through Fat Possum releases at the Oxford record store, The End of All
Music, where I’ve worked part-time throughout my research, after he had just given an
in-store performance. He plucked a couple of lesser-known records out of the bin, Paul
“Wine” Jones and Robert Belfour, reminiscing about childhood experiences at these late
bluesmen’s feet. A small crowd of fans waited reverently for Cedric to sign copies of his
newest LP as he opined about how happy he is to carry on these legacies, to keep the hill
country blues going.
Cedric’s recent national honorific is indicative of the fact that the blues-asheritage project, and the diverse expediencies of blues celebration, reach far beyond the
state of Mississippi and the South. Mississippi is supposed to be the birthplace of
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America’s music because the blues is supposed to be America’s music. Cedric’s music is
powerful, and his presence as a performer and a public figure is generous and endearing.
He is devoted to his family’s stories and music, and he shares them widely; he is an
idyllic figure of contemporary blues heritage. Like Joe Ayers in chapter three, his role is
“doing the Lord’s work” of keeping the blues alive, perpetuating the musical memories of
Mississippi blues into the greater cultural and historical consciousness of blues fans
around the world. These are the mechanisms of cultural memory and cultural imaginary
that ground the civic mythologies of the blues and Americana heritage in the South, and
that are being mapped onto American culture more broadly. But as these practices and
discourses have taken hold across the state, they have propagated, for some, a sense of
uncritical memorial celebration that can reify antiquated notions of Southern nostalgia.
As such, a central question of this dissertation is begged: when we celebrate the blues, or
black culture in general, as a form of collective regional cultural heritage, do we allow
ourselves to bypass the tough work of substantive racial reckoning and prematurely
claim the victory of symbolic racial reconciliation?
As I’ve argued throughout this document, the practices and discourses of heritage
are about selectively and performatively framing the legacy of one’s past, individually or
collectively. Cedric Burnside’s past, his family memories, and his own nostalgic
relationship with hill country traditions are invaluable on a personal and local
community level. On the one hand, for him, the extent to which blues heritage has taken
hold in the state and around the country cannot be overvalued. But what I’m getting at in
this dissertation is that in scalable practice on a public level, we ought to think critically
about the work that we allow his family’s legacy, and the legacies of others like them, to
do for the sake of the state or even the nation. The weight of the past is heavy in
Mississippi, as it is in most places, particularly with respect to histories, memories, and
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mythologies of race and culture. The deepest investments of blues heritage tourism, for
better or for worse, are in the ways we remember, honor, and engage with our past. That
has been the focus of my research, and that is reflected in what I hope to have
accomplished herein.

Listening For Mobility and Heritage: Interventions and
Implications for Further Work
Throughout this study, I have examined blues tourism and blues celebrations
across North Mississippi as case studies for the broader political economies of cultural
heritage in the South. My questioning addressed a range of issues, including what
heritage is, what it means, and what its value represents for whom; how tourism
functions in the construction and celebration of heritage; and how listening functions, as
a mechanism of mobility and fandom, in the construction and celebration of heritage. As
such, the primary interventions I have made have been less focused on blues studies
than these other seemingly tangential areas, although I do hope to have made some
productive contributions to the trajectory of the study of the blues as well, as I’ll discuss
below after a brief review of the primary interventions of my work.

Archival Auralities
Initially, I argued that blues fans and Americana music listeners more broadly
have inherited a learned system of listening, knowing, and being with the blues that is
predicated on structures of folkloric archival value. Building on recent work by sound
studies scholars, I call this system ‘archival aurality,’ an assemblage of mobility and
cultural engagement based on a particular practice of listening for evidence of the past. I
locate the historiography of this archival aurality in the legacy of iconic song-hunters,
folklorists, and revivalists of mid-century blues research. I argue further that this aurality
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constitutes the experiential basis for blues tourism, as many fans’ relationship with the
music and with the communities from which the music emerged are modeled on the
Lomaxian archetype. Tourists’ ways of traveling and knowing, their touristic ethos and
habitus, are inherited from the legacy of folkloric and revivalistic engagement.

Regimes of Value as Touristic Vectors
Second, I argue that across the blues scene and tourism industry, divergent and
variable regimes of meaning and value have taken hold that are predicated on competing
notions of authenticity, naming, and fundamentally different forms of heritage. These
regimes of value circumscribe and delineate the different musical styles that I
encountered across the blues scene, and as such, inform very different touristic vectors
of fans traveling to celebrate them, different modes of listening and mobility, and
different communities of fans and travelers. Across the blues tourism scene, many types
of blues music are celebrated by all different types of people. As such, there are markedly
different forms of tourism and diverse touristic modalities that ultimately reflect
altogether different types of heritage.

New Southern Heritages
Finally, I argue that blues heritage itself is an intervention into conventional
heritage practice and discourse in the South. But there are tensions between what kinds
of interventions are being made, reflecting the extent to which different forms of heritage
are predicated on critical and non-critical memory and nostalgia, and contemporary
notions of race. For politicians, officials, and private sector culture brokers, it is
politically and economically expedient to support and celebrate blues culture and
communities, thereby presenting a veneer of racial reconciliation, if not post-racialism,
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ostensibly overturning more insidious forms of Southern heritage. But for some local
communities and musicians, heritage practice can represent very different expediencies
that are tied to local economic uplift and a degree of agency and ownership over the
representation and acknowledgement of collective pasts.

Looking Forward
Admittedly, this dissertation is not a particularly significant contribution to blues
studies, at least as it has been practiced over the years by mostly white scholars of
literature and folklore. In the preface to his 2013 book “Ramblin’ on My Mind: New
Perspectives on the Blues,” David Evans makes a call for new investments in blues
studies, bemoaning what he views as young academics’ “attempts to explain the blues as
a whole according to some fashionable intellectual current or by means of a theory or
methodology drawn from some other field of study.”136 While my study makes no
attempt whatsoever to ‘explain the blues as a whole,’ I have no doubt that many blues
scholars of Evans’ ilk would accuse me of merely mapping theoretical hogwash onto the
sacred topic of the blues for my own self-righteous academic gratification. Perhaps, but
in response to Evans’ explicit anti-interdisciplinary call for blues studies, I would say that
a deep engagement with questions of race and sociality, cultural expediency and
sustainability, critical memory, and nostalgia are crucial to further understanding the
strains of heritage practice and discourse as pertains to American music.
Further, musical Americana, both as a commercial genre and a more abstract
idea, presents a host of unanswered questions that speak directly to political and
ideological issues of race, place, civic mythology, and contemporary musical nationalism

David Evans, Ramblin’ on My Mind: New Perspectives on the Blues, (Champaign: University
of Illinois Press, 2007) p. 4.
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that could significantly broaden the scope, and therefore the value, of blues studies
beyond what it has been in previous decades, at least as practiced by the community of
scholars that would still claim the term ‘blues studies.’ These are the questions that I
hope to pursue as I move this project forward and as I begin to consider how the national
ethos of Americana music reflects contemporary notions of heritage and how the
entanglements of musical pasts and presents in the American South speak to historical
consciousness, memories, mythologies, and the construction of cultural heritage on a
national scale.
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